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ABSTRACT 
 
TRASMISSIO AD RECEPTIO OF BLEDED FAMILY ARRATIVES I 
THE CHURCH COTEXT 
by 
Christopher W. Perry 
 Blended families are one of the fastest growing constituencies for the local church 
in North America. The Church has long supported the “traditional” family—Mom, Dad, 
and kids. In the effort to support the traditional families, blended family needs can 
become less of a priority. Blended families are able to assess the situation and determine 
whether or not a church truly cares about their situation. 
 The literature review of this study examined theological foundations for divorce 
and remarriage as well as contemporary thought on narrative theology. By interviewing 
pastors and blended families this study sought to examine the narratives sent by churches 
and the manner in which blended families receive those narratives. 
 Salient findings included a strong sense of competing narratives within the church 
regarding the effects of divorce and the desire to show grace. A great deal of confusion 
also existed on the part of both pastor and blended family regarding how best to meet the 
blended family needs. 
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CHAPTER 1 
PROBLEM 
Background 
 
 I come from a blended family. My parents divorced in 1980 when I was six years 
old. I am fortunate to have a loving mother, father, and stepmother, but I have also faced 
the challenges of living with a blended family situation. I have dealt with the issues of 
where to spend summer vacations, trying to decide which parent to be with on which 
holiday and the frustration and sadness of not having my whole family together on those 
holidays.  
 I have now been in ministry for thirteen years, ordained for the last eight years, in 
both the United Methodist and Wesleyan Churches. During that time, I have seen 
countless other families dealing with the same issues I did as a child. Several of my best 
workers at my last church were in a blended family situation, which created difficulties in 
managing their home schedule with volunteering at church. For instance, when the 
church decided to do an Easter drama, a couple of families wanted to be involved, but 
they could not because they had different children from each person’s previous marriage 
on different weekends. Scheduling regular events became almost impossible for them. I 
also saw them cringe when they heard divorce mentioned from the pulpit as they either 
experienced guilt or expected condemnation.  
 Because of such ministry experiences, as well as my own personal experience, I 
have tried to focus much of my ministry on helping families grow stronger. During 
seminary, I spent many of my electives on family counseling. I have also trained in 
various premarital and marital enrichment tools. While this training has been helpful, my 
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observations seem to indicate that the plight of the blended family is still going largely 
unnoticed by the local church. Their specific concerns and issues do not appear to be a 
priority. Because of these concerns, my goal as a pastor is to create an environment in 
which blended families view the church as a place to flourish and become actively 
involved as opposed to a place of guilt, condemnation, and restriction.  
Statement of the Problem 
 Blended families are the fastest growing potential demographic for the church 
because divorce rates continue to rise at an alarming rate, as demonstrated by Figure 1.1. 
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Source: Percept Demographics. 
Figure 1.1. percentage of married couples reaching anniversary milestones by year 
              married.  
 
  
 Figure 1.1 shows a 25.3 percent decline in long-lasting marriages, dropping from 
81.2 percent of couples who married between the years of 1945-49 staying married until 
their twentieth anniversary to only 55.9 percent of couples marrying in 1970-74 
achieving the same anniversary. Unfortunately, no further similar study has been done to 
note how this trend has increased or decreased with current families. Regardless, divorce 
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has become so prevalent in society that even Mattel, the international toy maker, decided 
to split the relationship between their Ken and Barbie dolls, a relationship that had been 
in place for forty-three years (Associated Press). With the number of divorces increasing, 
a logical assumption is that the numbers of blended families are also increasing. The 
Stepfamily Foundation provides staggering statistics. Through their own research, and by 
examining 1990 Census Bureau data,1 they estimate that approximately thirteen hundred 
new blended families form each day, that over 50 percent of marriages end in divorce, 
and that 75 percent of those divorcees remarry (“Statistics”). Some researchers believe 
the divorce rate to be closer to 40 percent, but the number continues to increase (Hurley). 
A 2005 USA Today article reports, “The USA has the lowest percentage among Western 
nations of children who grow up with both biological parents, 63%” (Jayson). David 
Popenoe, a Rutgers sociology professor, is quoted in the article as saying, “The United 
States has the weakest families in the Western world because we have the highest divorce 
rate and the highest rate of solo parenting.” With these numbers increasing, the local 
church has a great opportunity to meet a growing need.  
 The question becomes whether or not the local church wants to meet the need. 
Many churches claim to welcome anyone who enters, but the possibility exists that the 
message a church thinks it is sending to blended families is incongruent with the message 
received by these families. The purpose here is not to assess blame but to raise a question 
each church needs to be asking itself. Through veiled purpose or inattention, a church 
might be saying one thing regarding blended families while living out an entirely 
different message. A possible source of tension exists between church teachings on 
                                                 
1 The 2000 and 2005 Census did not record blended families. The 1990 data is located at the 
United States Census Bureau website.  
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lifelong commitment and the reality of blended families in the pew. Each local church 
should examine its message for the possibility of needed change, while also questioning 
blended families regarding the reception of the message.  
 More than likely, the blended family is quick to see this discrepancy and often 
does not know how to interpret the messages they are receiving. Another possibility is 
that some blended families have grown sensitive to their status as divorced and remarried 
and, as such, create their own interpretations of various messages. Thus, the possibility 
exists that the blended family would hear messages their local church is not sending. The 
key is for each church to send a message, clearly and intentionally, to blended families as 
to their place within that local congregation.  
 In addition to receiving mixed messages from the local church, another major 
problem faced by blended families is that of failed remarriages. According to a report 
from the National Center for Health Statistics, approximately 50 percent of remarriages 
end in divorce within ten years, with this number being even higher if children are 
involved (Bramlett and Mosher 83-86). Given this incredible rate of remarital failure, the 
church would be wise to consider how it can most effectively help these families achieve 
a greater rate of success. According to surveys from the Stepfamily Foundation, as well 
as my personal observation working with blended families in a church setting, several 
problem areas exist for blended families that apply directly to the church, including time 
issues, separations issues, financial issues, lack of resources, and guilt (“Statistics”).  
Time Issues 
 Blended families face the same pressures as any normal family, with the added 
complexity of children coming in and out of the house. Often times this schedule is at 
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least tentatively set, meaning the children come on alternating weekends or every 
weekend, but the family has incredible difficulty in keeping a consistent schedule. If a 
family wants to participate in a ministry, they first have to check their schedule to find 
out which children will be in their care on that day. Blended families with noncustodial 
children visiting regularly want to spend as much time with that visiting child as possible, 
and rightfully so. The noncustodial issue creates difficulty for the family in committing to 
regular involvement within the church, especially considering that the most common 
schedule for child visitation to occur is during weekend and midweek time slots, the same 
time most churches hold their services and programs. 
Separation Issues 
 Related to the time issue is the issue of separation. When a family is in constant 
flux with family members coming and going, the family struggles to function well as a 
unit. For instance, maintaining consistent holiday traditions when key members of the 
family are at home for some holidays and not for others presents a great challenge. A 
prime example is that many churches promote Christmas Eve worship services as a 
family event. This ideal could spark conflicting emotions within the blended family if the 
entire family is not together that year. Some parents have worked out their time issues by 
rotating holidays. The child will be with the mother on Thanksgiving, the father on 
Christmas, and then reverse the next year. Following these patterns develops a sense of 
routine (as it is predictable as to which house for what holiday) for the family but denies 
traveling children the ability to have a consistent link with the traditions of a “home” 
church during the holidays. At best, these children may embrace one congregation as 
their “home” church, but they can only experience the holiday traditions and celebrations 
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at this church every other year. Certainly, the child is in a constant state of transition, as is 
true for the entire family.  
 With children present only once a month or every other week, many blended 
families decide to abandon the idea of being involved regularly in church. Their visiting 
children cannot really make friends because they are around so seldomly, and the parents 
do not wish to do anything to place their visiting child in an awkward position. Many 
churches appear, at least on the surface, to send a message of stability and are awkward at 
assimilating visiting children into the flow of the class/program so these children 
constantly feel like “outsiders.” Churches in general, and children/youth programs in 
particular, often have not worked out ways to make visiting children feel welcome as 
“members.”  While stability is very comforting for some people, for a family that lives in 
constant chaos, this message can be one of non-welcome.  
Financial Issues 
 Every blended family deals with financial issues. For a single mother, the issue of 
child support is vital. The Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics 
examined the correlation between number of parents present in the household and the 
financial stability within the household: 
The number of parents living with a child is generally linked to the 
amount and quality of human and economic resources available to that 
child. Children who live in a household with one parent are substantially 
more likely to have family incomes below the poverty line than are 
children who grow up in a household with two parents.  
 
The Family Institute of Duquesne University (FIDU) found similar results: 
 
Family structure directly influences the income of the various family 
systems in which American children are being raised. Traditional nuclear 
families enjoy a median income of $48,000. Stepfamilies average an 
income of $45,900. Divorced/separated {single-parent} families live on 
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approximately $18,500 a year.  
 
The financial struggle appears in the number of families living at or below the poverty 
level. The FIDU reports that 6.6 percent of blended families and 32.4 percent of 
divorced/separated single-parent families live at or below the poverty level.  
 A woman who had no career prior to the divorce and now finds herself thrust into 
the workforce can find the challenges of gaining a job that pays enough to support her 
and the children to be quite daunting. Without child support, she would not be able to 
survive, at least not at the same level of comfort to which the family had grown 
accustomed. Many modern American families do not see a reduction in style of living as 
an option, even when faced with financial crisis, which adds further financial burden to 
the now single parent. 
 The noncustodial parent, most often the father, also faces increased financial 
struggles. This parent is having a sizable portion of his or her income taken away each 
month to support his or her children and former spouse. While this support is often fair 
and necessary, the burden can become overwhelming if the noncustodial parent decides 
to remarry and thereby take on the financial burden of a new spouse, any children from 
that spouse’s previous marriage(s), and any new children the couple decide to have 
together. Supporting one family in today’s economy is difficult enough, but when the 
noncustodial parent is, in essence, supporting two families, the financial strain can be the 
source of great tension within the new blended family. 
Resources for Family Enrichment 
 The Stepfamily Foundation did a survey of two thousand blended families and 
found that 75 percent of those families reported “not having access to resources as a 
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stepfamily” (“Statistics”). Most couples are entering into marriage and remarriage with 
no training in the basic skills required for successful marriages. The one to two sessions 
given as premarital counseling by the majority of pastors is vastly inadequate for couples 
in terms of helping them realize what issues await them and equipping them with the 
necessary tools to navigate those issues successfully. Many couples approaching 
remarriage compound this idea with the assumption that their previous marital experience 
equips them for blended family living. Pastors may further this myth by being unaware of 
how blended families differ from original intact families and so fail to incorporate these 
differences into whatever premarital counseling they offer. 
 The issue of parenting is another considerable obstacle. Ed Heide and Diane 
Marshall, a clinical supervisor with the American Association of Marriage and Family 
Therapists (AAMFT) and director of the Institute of Family Living, note that often either 
too much or too little parenting occurs in the first few years of a blended families’ 
existence. The parents have not been trained and equipped on how to handle their 
children as a couple. Often the birth parent takes responsibility for the disciplining, which 
leads to the child holding a lack of respect, or at least a lack of recognition, for parental 
authority for the non-birth parent. Lack of training may explain psychologist Deborah 
Moore’s finding that divorce rates are higher for remarried couples with children. 
Couples are desperate to find resources to help them become better at parenting as a 
couple. With a solid theology of the family, the local church should be the perfect 
resourcing agent. 
Guilt Issues 
 A further issue for the blended family is one of guilt experienced within their 
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church. Many pastors preach on divorce, with Matthew 5:31-33, 19:7-9, and Malachi 
2:16 being the favorite texts. These texts show God’s clear opposition to divorce. The 
preacher often, in an effort to combat the rising divorce rate and decline of the family, 
uses these passages with great gusto. What he or she does not realize, however, is the 
stake they are driving into the hearts of those sitting in the congregation who have been 
divorced. The intention of the preacher is excellent, and often well received by traditional 
families, but to the blended family, the message that comes across is, “You’re a sinner. 
You’re not welcome here.” The blended family accepts the idea they are somehow 
second-class Christians, feeling marked forever by their divorce, similar to Hester 
Prynne’s shame in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter.  
 The message communicated varies from church to church, which exacerbates the 
problem. Some churches teach that remarriage is a sin and/or they send nonverbal 
messages of non-welcome by not taking into account the unique concerns of the blended 
family. Other churches teach that remarriage is acceptable and treat blended families as 
any other family, also ignoring their unique concerns. Still other churches claim they 
accept remarriage, yet the blended families find themselves excluded, emotionally if not 
physically. One of the greatest struggles comes when the pastor and church disagree on 
the issue. The pastor may tell the family one thing while the church as a whole sends a 
completely different message. All these different messages, along with the other issues 
already outlined, can make blended family participation in a church quite difficult. 
 This evidence points to a potential problem existing in the message a church is 
sending to blended families. The message is important in terms of how both the 
individual church and family perceive the message as well as how both church and family 
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intend the message they send. Failure to recognize discrepancies in intended versus 
perceived messages can seriously undermine the effectiveness of the local church in 
ministering to blended families, as can failure to recognize the issues with which the 
blended families are dealing.  
 For the universal Church, as well as for individual congregations, this issue is 
incredibly important because remarriage can be a time of intense spiritual reflection, 
especially if a person has grown up in a religious environment with a very negative 
attitude towards divorce and remarriage. A fresh start provides a time of resetting 
priorities as the couple seeks to avoid past mistakes that ended in at least one of them 
divorcing previously. If a local church will come alongside this family and help them 
explore a positive religious narrative, then both the family and the church will benefit 
from the emotional, spiritual, and familial health that results. 
arrative 
 Narrative provided the framework for this research. “Narrative” is, at its most 
basic, a story. The section explores why narrative is both appropriate and important in the 
theological and personal frameworks of this research. Several lenses are available in 
looking at the use of narrative in the lives of humans. In Alice Morgan’s book, she 
defines narrative as a person’s story, which consists of “events linked in a sequence 
which occur across time according to a plot.”  Morgan also links the human narrative to 
the way in which humans interpret their world: 
As humans, we are interpreting beings. We all have daily experiences of 
events that we seek to make meaningful. The stories we have about our 
lives are created through linking certain events together in a particular 
sequence across a time period, and finding a way of explaining or making 
sense of them. This meaning forms the plot of the story. We give 
meanings to our experiences constantly as we live our lives. A narrative is 
Perry 11 
 
 
like a thread that weaves the events together, forming a story. 
 
In their article, David Epstein, Jennifer Freeman, and Dean Lobovits add another element 
to Morgan’s definition. They define the term narrative as “listening to and telling or 
retelling stories about people and the problems in their lives.” Another source, the 
Massey University School of Psychology in New Zealand, uses the Dulwich Centre’s 
definition of narrative: “The knowledges and stories that communities of persons 
negotiate and engage in to give meaning to their experiences and certain practices of self 
and of relationship that make up ways of life associated with these knowledges and 
stories.” 
 The idea of narrative is also making quite an impact on the theological market. 
Narrative as a primary means for interpreting the events in the lives of persons is found 
even in popular books such as Brian McLaren’s The Story We Find Ourselves In. Joel B. 
Green states, “Our theological track record increasingly demonstrates that the formal 
aspects of our faith cannot be segregated or distinguished from the narrative content and 
context of God’s revelation of himself to us” (13). He further defines the importance of 
narrative in the lives of people by proclaiming that human beings “will go to great 
lengths to construct stories that provide a context for understanding and interpreting what 
we perceive to be true” (15). 
 Most of these ideas on narrative have dealt with the individual’s story. Part of the 
purpose of this research is to examine ways in which the institution (in this case the local 
church) sends its messages via narrative. If a “narrative” is a story that helps give 
meaning to the life of an individual, then the organizational narrative would be a 
“collective narrative,” or a story contained in a collective conscience of organizational 
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members that gives meaning to the organization. This narrative spreads through any 
source that adds to the collective conscience of the members. For instance, most all 
denominations have a book(s) containing their history, statement of beliefs, and polity 
such as the Book of Discipline in the United Methodist Church and the Wesleyan 
Church. Many organizations are now developing narrative organizational charts. An 
example of this method would be the way in which the Washington State University 
(WSU) library has reorganized itself. According to the WSU library website, the purpose 
of a narrative organizational chart as opposed to a standard chart would be to explain 
“new positions and new relationships” and “fills in the gaps” that cannot be adequately 
depicted in a traditional organization chart. Such a narrative seeks to help all members 
join in the story by defining relationships and culture rather than simply showing who 
reports to whom. A third means of distributing organizational narrative is through group 
gatherings. A prime example would be the sermon in which the pastor, as the primary 
public voice for the church, connects the people of God to the “metanarrative.” All of 
these means, and others, seek to expand the collective story of the organization. Through 
the collective narrative, the organization defines itself, gives meaning to itself, and tells 
its members what appropriate means of behavior are. An examination of narratives sent 
by the local church to those individuals in its pews who are part of a blended family is 
essential for understanding how these families interact within the church life.   
Purpose 
 The purpose of the research was to define the narratives received by blended 
families, both positive and negative, within the local church context. I hope this 
information will be used to create more holistic models of ministry to blended families as 
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well as showing churches how they can be more intentional in the narratives they create.  
Research Question #1 
 What narratives are churches giving, what narratives are blended families 
receiving, and how do these two narratives interact? 
Research Question #2 
 How do blended families respond to the narratives they receive in a church 
setting? 
Research Question #3 
 What narratives exist within the Church that can support and nurture the growth 
and development of blended families?    
Definition of Terms 
 Certain terms used throughout this project need definition. What follows is a 
listing of the terms used in this project. 
Blended Family 
 A blended family, also sometimes referred to as a stepfamily, is a group of 
persons comprised of a married adult male and adult female along with any children they 
have, either from their marriage to each other or from previous marriages. By definition, 
at least one of these adults has been previously married. For the purpose of this study, the 
number of previous marriages is not relevant. Remarriage after the death of a spouse is 
also a possibility, but widows or widowers remarrying usually do not encounter the 
stigma attached to divorced persons remarrying and, therefore, are not considered in this 
study. 
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arrative 
 For the purpose of this paper, and based upon both theological and therapeutic 
sources, the definition of narrative is the story by which persons live their lives. These 
stories contain meaning for individuals based upon their experiences and interpretation. 
That meaning influences how people view the world around them. The views from others 
around persons, their pastors, their best friends, or the media for example, inform 
individuals’ interpretation of events when constructing stories. Narrative is never formed 
in isolation. The community provides the catalyst for the power of the story.  
 A subgenre of narrative is metanarrative. For the church, the “metanarrative” is 
the big story, the overall picture of God’s work in history, of which the church is a part. 
In general, the metanarrative can be defined as “a founding or overarching story that 
gives rationale and legitimation for a particular worldview, perspective, or value system” 
(Sweet, McLaren, and Haselmayer 193). Robert E. Webber, Director of the Institute for 
Worship Studies, does the most effective job of connecting the church to the 
metanarrative: 
The church is seen as a historical [original emphasis] people connected to 
the past and having a memory of God’s work in history. The church is also 
seen as an eschatological [original emphasis] people who know the future 
and are called to live now under the reign of Jesus Christ. The work of the 
church in the present [original emphasis] is to be a community of memory 
and hope. (20-21) 
  
Webber’s comments imply no local church creates its own narrative in a vacuum, but 
instead draws its meaning and individual narratives from the metanarrative formed over 
two thousand years of Christian history.  
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Congruence 
 Congruence means alike; it id defined as, “Agreement, harmony, conformity, or 
correspondence” (“Congruence”). In mathematics congruent means two things, such as 
angles or shapes, which are just alike (“Congruence (Geometry)”). For the purpose of this 
study, congruence means symmetrical narratives. The narrative of the receiver matches 
the narrative of the sender. The church’s narrative match’s the Church’s metanarrative. 
The intended narrative matches the applied narrative. Regardless of the situation, when I 
speak of congruence, I am looking for similarity between two narratives. 
Methodology 
 The purpose of this study was to examine the narratives received by blended 
families within the church context. This study sought to determine how the narratives 
stated by the church regarding marriage, divorce, remarriage, and blended families affects 
the blended families receiving them. 
 The study consisted of contacting pastors from a sample of randomly selected 
churches and asking them to participate in an interview. Following their agreement, I 
submitted to them a questionnaire asking for their perceptions on divorce and remarriage. 
The questionnaire also sought to find any special considerations made within the church 
regarding blended families. Following the submission of the written questionnaire, I 
contacted the pastor for a more detailed verbal interview that sought to explore further the 
messages intentionally and unintentionally sent by the church to blended families. At the 
same time, I sought to contact blended families from the same church. Using the same 
process of written and follow-up verbal questioning, I tried to determine the congruency 
of messages regarding blended families as they are spoken by the pastor on behalf of the 
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church and as the blended families receive them.  
 The foundation for this project was a review of both printed and Web-based 
documents that explored the theologies of divorce and remarriage, current needs and 
thoughts among blended families, and the use of narrative in bringing all of these various 
approaches together. Official church documents, such as the United Methodist Church’s 
Book of Discipline, reveal the “official” narratives denominations are sending to their 
people, as well as their pastors. 
 This project is a qualitative research design. Data analysis sought themes and 
trends in the narratives given by the church as well as how blended families receive them. 
Analysis of the pastor and congregant interviews, as well as reviewing written Church 
documents and blended family research, were the tools used in searching for the narrative 
themes. 
 The subjects of this study were pastors from churches located in the Elmore and 
Autauga County areas of Alabama and blended family congregation members of those 
churches. The pastors were from a wide variety of denominational and educational 
backgrounds. The potential population consisted of all churches within the Elmore and 
Autauga County area. The sample came from randomly selected churches matching 
specific criteria. The population for the congregation itself was all blended families 
within the churches of the identified pastors. The sample was three blended families from 
within each congregation who responded to the written and verbal interviews.  
 The Elmore and Autauga County area became the location due to several reasons. 
One of the primary reasons was accessibility. I pastor a church in Millbrook in Elmore 
County and therefore had easy access to churches within the community. Due to living 
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within the location, I was able to do a more thorough follow-up process. A second reason 
is that these counties are very diverse. They are on the outskirts of the state capital, 
Montgomery, which brings diversity into the community. Montgomery is also home to 
both Maxwell and Gunter Air Force Bases. Maxwell is the location of the United States 
Air Force’s Air War College and attracts people from all over the country. Many of the 
members of the participating churches are active duty military, retired military, or civilian 
contractors working with the military. With Montgomery being the state capital, the city 
also attracts a diverse population that spreads into the bordering counties. Diversity, in 
terms of background of the persons involved as well as denominationally, will help keep 
the findings of this study from being applicable to only churches in the South.  
 The age of the church was not a criterion for this study. I believe many of the 
principles surrounding the development of narratives within the church and the 
evaluation of them for effectiveness, congruency, and intentionality will be transferable 
to churches in any situation. I was interested in finding what narratives establish 
themselves within the local congregation. I believe that by examining how narratives 
develop at their earliest stages, both intentionally and unintentionally, patterns will 
emerge that will help inform church plants in more effectively developing their narratives 
and how established churches may more effectively evaluate and change their narrative 
as needed.  
 New churches, from my personal observations, are more likely to be 
disproportionately high in blended families because they attract a younger crowd. A new 
church often specifically designs its worship service style and programs to appeal to the 
younger demographic almost exclusively. As demonstrated in Figure 1.1 (p. 2), the 
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younger a couple is, the more likely they are to be in a blended family situation. 
Assuming this premise is true, new churches should be more sensitive to issues 
surrounding blended families. Established churches are certainly able to be sensitive 
towards blended family issues, but the more people from a certain group who attend a 
church, the more sensitive that church is likely to be to the issues of that group. Even so, 
in order to get a holistic picture of blended family narratives, both new and established 
churches were used in my study with each making a contribution that will benefit the 
other. 
Overview of the Dissertation 
 Chapter 2 of this project establishes the theological, biblical, and theoretical 
context for the proposed study. Chapter 3 presents the research design with the findings 
reported in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 provides a summary and interpretation of the research 
findings and offers suggestions for further study into this field.
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE 
 Everyone loves a good story. A commonly held belief in a story or mythology is 
often a defining characteristic of a culture. When asked about the Greek culture, one of 
the first things that often comes to mind would be the mythologies of the Greek gods. 
Homer’s The Odyssey and Iliad are two other examples. Much of what is known about 
the ancient Babylonians, Celts, Moors, tribes of Gaul, Mongols, Egyptians, and other 
cultures come from their stories and mythologies. The “American Dream,” which has 
brought millions of immigrants into the United States, is the collective narrative of the 
idyllic American society. 
 While many of these narratives serve to inform and bring meaning to societies, 
they can also be extremely harmful. For years, the narrative among many Caucasian 
Americans was that Americans of African decent were not of equal value. This idea 
contradicted the two primary documents upon which American society prided itself. First 
is the Declaration of Independence, which clearly states “that all men are created equal” 
(“Declaration”). Second is the Bible, which says, “Then God said, ‘Let us make man in 
our image” (Gen 1:1, NIV). American society seemed to live in a constant state of 
tension between these strongly held narratives until the Civil Rights Act in 1964. While 
the Declaration claims “all men are created equal,” the narrative actually lived out was 
that Caucasian European males were all equal. Women and men not of European decent 
found themselves treated as inferior, thus creating a tension in narratives. With the Civil 
Rights Act, the narrative quickly changed in the law of the civilization, but the rate of 
change was much slower in the collective memory of the people.  
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 The church also has narratives that shape the way it functions, whether in official 
narratives, such as the United Methodist Book of Discipline, or narratives formed on a 
more informal level, such as pastors discussing theology over coffee. Sometimes these 
narratives create tension in the lives of persons who do not “fit” all the narratives neatly.  
Therefore, throughout Church history, some narratives leap to the front of the collective 
conscience while others are silenced or ignored. In an effort to sort out the tension of the 
various narratives, many churches have even created a hierarchy of narratives so that 
“this” narrative interprets “that” one.    
 An example of the tension in the narratives of the Church is found in Acts 10:43 
where Peter claims, “He [Jesus] is the one all the prophets testified about, saying that 
everyone who believes in him will have their sins forgiven through his name” (NLT).  
Peter’s statement allows hope to emerge that the past is left behind once a person 
becomes a follower of Jesus, yet pastors often quote the words of Jesus from Matthew 
5:31-32: 
You have heard that the Law of Moses says, “A man can divorce his wife 
by merely giving her a letter of divorce.” But I say that a man who 
divorces his wife, unless she has been unfaithful, causes her to commit 
adultery. And anyone who marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 
 
These two narratives do not seem contradictory, but the possibility exists that many times 
blended families hear only the latter narrative without the former. Determining whether 
the narratives of a church are helpful or harmful to those in a blended family situation is 
not an easy proposition. Even though the Church contains a narrative of forgiveness, no 
guarantee exists the blended family will receive that narrative, or even that every local 
church will apply the same narrative in the same way to different people. For instance, I 
have known people in my pastorate who have said, in essence, “I believe in the 
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forgiveness of sins, but I do not believe I can be forgiven of this sin. If I cannot forgive 
myself for the divorce, how can God forgive me?” The local church needs to examine 
which narratives would be most effective in helping a person work through this 
viewpoint.  
 Hermeneutics often complicate the process of constructing narratives. This idea 
arises in the situation that some divorces are “sanctioned” and others are not, that persons 
who remarry are now committing adultery. If a blended family hears from a local 
congregation that their divorce was not “sanctioned,” then the blended family could begin 
to view themselves as an illegitimate family.  
 The following review of precedents in literature considered works in narrative 
theology and therapy. This section examined the biblical and theological framework out 
of which the local church operates in regards to divorce and remarriage. From this 
review, I established a foundation for this project, thereby determining which narratives 
within the local church are helpful in ministry to blended families and which need 
revision, either in the church’s application of the narrative or in helping the blended 
family to hear the narrative differently. The possibility also exists for a church to send a 
narrative a blended family finds helpful, but the manner in which the church applies the 
narrative has the opposite effect. The goal is to help blended families rewrite those 
harmful narratives they have encountered within the local church, to help the church be 
sensitive to the messages it is sending, and to help both in the understanding of the 
common story of which they are a part and how they perceive that story. 
Perhaps the most compelling evidence for the local church’s role in shaping the 
success of a blended family comes from a 2004 study of 50,575 couples who have taken 
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the PREPARE-MC inventory from Life Innovations, Inc. The authors of the study, Ron 
L. Deal of As for Me and My House Ministries, along with Dr. David Olson, founder of 
Life Innovations, and Amy Olson, found different aspects of spirituality are three of the 
top ten predictors of marital happiness. The affirmation that “we are satisfied with how 
we express our spiritual values and beliefs” is the number one predictor of a successful 
blended family (“What Predicts Happy Remarriages”). The other two predictors, at 
number six and ten respectively in order of significance, are “we rely on our spiritual 
beliefs during difficult times” and “my partner and I feel closer because of our spiritual 
beliefs.” Results from the same study, published separately, show that 88 percent of 
remarried couples defined as “happy” showed spirituality as a relationship strength (“Top 
Strengths”). This study reaffirms the important role the church plays in shaping the 
narrative of the blended family. 
Theological and Biblical Foundations 
 The whole issue of blended families revolves around the theology of marriage and 
family. The Church, though it has always held marriage as sacred, has struggled 
throughout its history to discern what constitutes a Christian marriage and what grounds 
are permissible for the dissolution of that marriage. Whether or not any permissible 
grounds for divorce exist within the Church context is another component of the debate. 
Alex R. G. Deasley, author and theologian, attempts to tackle this subject. His primary 
focus is the biblical narrative in which he looks for the “ideal” for marriage before 
examining the Old and New Testament views of divorce.  
 Deasley takes his marital ideal from Genesis 2 (14). Marriage is based upon 
God’s assertion in Genesis 2:18: “And the LORD God said, ‘It is not good for the man to 
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be alone. I will make a companion who will help him.’” No other place exists within the 
Bible where God pronounces something in his creation “not good” (בוָֹט־אל, lo tov). God 
designed human beings to live in authentic community, and marriage is to be the purest 
form of intimate community. Deasley notes that the Hebrew words translated as 
“companion who will help him” (׃וְֹֽךֶּגנְפ ֶךזֵע, ezer kenegdo), literally carry the connotation 
of “person of equal strength” (14). The marital ideal, then, is two persons—a man and a 
woman—equally working together, using their combined strength to live and work more 
effectively than either could apart. Interpreters throughout the history of the Church have 
had various views of the shape of the relationship between a man and a woman, but I 
believe Deasley’s “ideal” presents an adequate starting point for helping a couple 
understand their roles in marriage, in general, and in blended families in particular. More 
will be said about this concept in subsequent sections. 
 In order to understand the impact of the Church’s narrative on blended families, 
one must examine the term that defines the very existence of the blended family: divorce. 
Certainly, a widow or widower may remarry at a young age, but the current life 
expectancy of the average North American is 76.9 years (Arias 2). With such a long 
lifespan being the norm, a safe assumption is the majority of blended families contain at 
least one person who has been through a divorce. Blended families with at least one 
member having been divorced were the focus of this study. As a result, most blended 
families must deal with the stigma within the church often associated with divorce. 
Churches almost universally accept remarriage following the death of a spouse. The 
family in a widow/widower situation does not generally carry the same kind of dark 
history as blended families arising from divorce. In order to understand the blended 
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family situation more completely, inspecting the narratives the Church has proclaimed 
about divorce, as well as the biblical and theological basis for those narratives, is 
essential.  
 In addition to looking at the marital ideal out of Genesis, Deasley also helps in 
understanding why the Church fathers, as well as the authors of Scripture, were so 
adamantly against divorce, a topic examined at a later point. A solid theology of marriage 
and family provides the foundation for Deasely’s stance, as well as the viewpoints of the 
Church fathers and biblical authors. Most any argument Christians build regarding family 
or sexuality, including issues such as divorce, premarital sex, and homosexuality, must be 
grounded in a theology of the family as opposed to performing isogesis on Scripture. In 
building an argument against homosexuality, Thomas E. Schmidt states, “Every sexual 
act that the Bible calls sin is essentially a violation of marriage, whether existing or 
potential” (53). Schmidt’s proposition ties in exactly with the case surrounding divorce 
and remarriage. Divorce is not simply two persons deciding to live together no longer, 
but a violation of the covenant made before God. Dr. C. Wayne Perry, licensed marriage 
and family therapist and director of the doctoral program in Marriage and Family 
Therapy at Regions University, states the importance of teaching this idea of covenant, 
especially in the case of remarriages: 
The real issue for me in remarriage is that too many people run from the 
lessons of the divorce. Instead of fixing the problems, they make the same 
mistakes again. That’s precisely why, I believe, the stats clearly show that 
the average marriage that ends in divorce ends 8 years (median), and the 
average second marriage last 2 years less than that and the average 3rd 
marriage 2 years less than that. It’s also why the odds of getting divorced 
go up as the remarriages go up. It’s not just that divorce gets “easier” as 
you go through it as some say, it’s that you continue to repeat your same 
mistakes and don't recognize what is going on. We need to confess our 
sins and find both forgiveness and healing—shalom. 
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If the idea of covenant, and keeping it, is so important to God that it is one of the central 
themes of Scripture, then the reason why marriage, divorce, and remarriage are, and have 
been, such hot theological topics within the Church becomes clearer. Many pastors, 
however, seem to have bought the dominant social narrative that divorce is all about one 
person’s “fault” and that the remarried person is somehow more experienced and wise, 
causing them to leave out this important teaching of covenant in remarital counseling.  
In reality, the remarried person may have less naïveté regarding marriage, but is 
not any wiser unless that person has done some serious work, which exceptionally few 
have. Having more experience has certainly done nothing to inoculate second marriages 
from divorce. The research supports this assertion. The National Center for Health 
Statistics reports that approximately 50 percent of remarriages end in divorce within ten 
years, with this number being even higher if children are involved (Bramlett and Mosher 
83-86). If the couples entering remarriage were “wiser,” then the statistics should show a 
drop rather than rise in divorce occurrences within remarriages. Experience is not the key 
to remarital success, but a deeper understanding of covenant may very well provide that 
key. 
 The idea of the marriage covenant is foundational for Jesus’ ministry, which 
reemphasizes the importance of that concept. Jesus compared himself to a bridegroom 
(Mark 2:19) and, through parables, compared the coming of the kingdom of God to a 
marriage feast (Matt. 22:1-10) and the coming of the bridegroom to find his bride (Matt. 
25:1-13). These metaphoric references to marriage demonstrate, as Deasley says, “a 
favorable view of marriage, inasmuch as it sees it as an occasion of joy, and still more, as 
an appropriate symbol for the coming of the Messiah” (23). Jesus upholds the importance 
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of marriage in Mark 10:2-12 by clearly stating that the Deuteronomic passage on divorce 
to which the Pharisees appeal (24:1) only appears as “a concession to your hard-hearted 
wickedness” (Mark 10:5).  
 Jesus also addresses the issue of marriage and divorce in Matthew 19:3-12. The 
Pharisees ask the same question as in the Mark counterpart to this passage (Mark 10:2-
12) but add an addendum by saying, “Should a man be allowed to divorce his wife for 
any reason [emphasis mine]?” As I will note in the discussion on David Instone-Brewer’s 
writings, this “for any reason” comment referred to the ongoing debate between the 
parties in Judaism of Shammai, who held that divorce was only acceptable in rare 
circumstances, and Hillel, who held that divorce was acceptable in any circumstance. As 
Deasley points out, this question from the Pharisees is to find out upon which side of the 
rabbinic debate Jesus fell (27). To put this dispute into modern language, they wanted to 
know whether Jesus was a conservative or liberal. As in Mark, Jesus brushes aside all of 
the legalism and returns to the intention of God in creation and a theology of marriage 
and family by referring to Genesis 1:27 and 2:24.  
 Pauline thought on marriage is no easier to interpret than that of Jesus. Deasley 
states, “We are largely confined to drawing inferences from passages where his specific 
theme is other than marriage itself” (28). Paul is often misunderstood and misquoted, 
such as in 1 Corinthians 7:1b where he says, “It is good for a man not to marry” (NIV). 
His comments regarding marriage do not improve much as the chapter advances. As 
Deasley points out, this very grudging approval of marriage, and outright condemnation 
of divorce, seems “far removed from the creation ideal or the positive depiction 
underlying the view of the Old Testament prophets” (28-29). The possibility exists that 
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Paul sees marriage as an institution strictly to keep the Christian free from sexual 
immorality, as might be inferred from 1 Thessalonians 4:3-8. Another possibility is he 
views marriage as bondage similar to sin, as could be drawn from Romans 7:1-6. As with 
any interpretation of Scripture, ascertaining the context provides a vital piece to the 
puzzle. Ben Witherington, III makes the case that, in Romans, Paul is not demonstrating 
marriage as being bound in sin but that the bond of sin with which humans are held 
without Christ is as unbreakable as the bond of marriage that unites husband and wife 
(65-66). As for the Corinthian passage, Gordon Fee points out that “the key issue 
between Paul and them … has to do with the Corinthian understanding of what it means 
to be ‘spiritual’ (πνευµατικός pneumatikos)” (6). At the core of their teachings, the 
Corinthians believed that spiritual was good and physical was bad (10-11). Witherington 
concurs, noting, “What so disturbed Paul about the behavior of some Corinthians was 
that God’s grace is so fundamentally other-centered, but the Corinthians used their gifts 
in such self-centered ways” (253). In other words, a careful reading of Paul’s instructions 
regarding marriage in 1 Corinthians actually does fit in perfectly with the rest of the 
biblical narrative. He is stressing that marriage is about the other person. Maintaining a 
celibate life is fine, but Paul seems to think celibacy is a special calling, or charisma as 
Witherington calls it (253), which means it is not for everyone. Thus, he goes on to 
address the marital ideal, which stands in opposition to the self-centered actions of the 
Corinthians. The ideal of celibacy, Paul explains later in the chapter (1 Cor. 7:32-35), is 
that a person can be devoted entirely to the work of Christ instead of also being 
concerned for the welfare of his or her family. A primary reason for promoting this 
lifestyle would be Paul’s belief, especially during the writing of 1 Corinthians, that the 
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Lord’s return was imminent (Witherington 191). First Corinthians 7:1 is an affirmation of 
the positive side of the celibate life rather than a statement negating Christian marriage, a 
matter of priorities in light of Jesus’ imminent return rather than an anti-marriage stance. 
 In summary, throughout the entire narrative of the Scripture, the marriage 
covenant is sacred. To break that covenant is to violate the will of God. Jesus and Paul 
both interpret the Old Testament provision for divorce as setting boundaries to prevent 
abuse but affirm that divorce is never God’s intention. Interpreting Jesus’ thoughts on 
whether divorce is ever acceptable is difficult, but his feelings that the marriage covenant 
is sacred are clear. Paul holds marriage in such high esteem that it is the primary analogy 
used to describe the relationship between Christ and the Church. With such a high regard 
for marriage in the narrative of Scripture, the potential for feelings of guilt and shame in a 
divorced person within the church is certainly present.  
Denominations: An Example of arratives 
 Moving from the biblical narrative into the narratives presented throughout the 
history of the Church is another important step in understanding the overall Church 
narrative on divorce and remarriage. Due to varying theological and social trends 
throughout history, the Church has viewed Jesus’ and Paul’ comments on marriage and 
divorce through a variety of lenses. The most “official” contemporary instance of 
diversity in views would be the statements made by various denominations. 
 Two denominations in the Wesleyan tradition, The United Methodist Church 
(UMC) and the Wesleyan Church, both have official statements on divorce in their 
Disciplines. These two denominations make for a good comparison because, though they 
come from the same historical and theological roots, the UMC tends to stand more on the 
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“liberal” side of social issues while the Wesleyan Church tends to fall on the 
“conservative” side of social issues. This ideology finds its way into the stance each takes 
on the issues of divorce and remarriage. 
 The United Methodist Church’s official stance on divorce and remarriage, which 
appears in the Book of Discipline, tries to walk the line between holding to Scripture and 
showing grace to the people involved in the situation: 
When a married couple is estranged beyond reconciliation, even after 
thoughtful consideration and counsel, divorce is a regrettable alternative in 
the midst of brokenness. Although divorce publicly declares that a 
marriage no longer exists, other conventional relationships resulting from 
the marriage remain, such as the nurture and support of children and 
extended family ties. We urge respectful negotiations in deciding custody 
of minor children and support the consideration of either or both parents 
for this responsibility in that custody not be reduced to financial support, 
control, or manipulation or retaliation. (par. 161.D) 
 
Obviously, this statement recognizes that divorce exists, even within the Christian 
community, and regrettably permits it. The word “regrettable” makes this statement more 
than simple acquiescence to a social issue. Apparently, some within the United Methodist 
Church think the statement operates as such, however, because a group within the UMC 
called the “Confessing Movement” is making an effort to call the UMC to stricter 
standards. In their confessional statement, the Confessing Movement says, “We repudiate 
teachings and practices that MISUSE [original emphasis] principles of inclusiveness and 
tolerance to distort the doctrine and discipline of the Church,… for example … 
accommodating the prevailing patterns of sexual promiscuity, serial marriage and 
divorce.”  
 They do not appear to be disagreeing with the statement found in the Book of 
Discipline but do seem to believe the allowance for divorce has been misused. The 
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Confessing Movement’s words present potentially contradictory messages to a blended 
family looking into the UMC. The family might possibly feel condemnation, but the 
equal possibility exists that they might feel comforted in hearing someone take a strong 
stance on “family values.” In this specific case, I am defining “family values” as holding 
to traditional (both in the American culture and in Christianity) teachings on the 
importance of maintaining the nuclear family. Many of the divorcees with whom I have 
spoken have expressed a wish that someone had ingrained in them the hazardous effects 
of divorce before they were even married. The key is to use these statements to inform 
and teach the congregation about the importance of family before and during marriage 
rather than using it as a narrative of condemnation for those who have been through 
divorce.  
 The Wesleyan Church takes a more direct stance in their thoughts on divorce in 
their Discipline by requiring a person to agree to a more stringent view on divorce and 
remarriage in order to become a Covenant Member: 
Heterosexual monogamy is God’s plan for marriage, and we regard sexual 
sin of the spouse, such as adultery, homosexual behavior, bestiality or 
incest, as the only biblical grounds for considering divorce, and then only 
when appropriate counseling has failed to restore the relationship. (par. 
265.5) 
 
A divorced person reading this statement could very much feel a sense of condemnation 
simply because, in this specific paragraph, a statement of grace for those who have 
experienced divorce for reasons other than those listed is lacking. Granted, this statement 
aims at mature, committed Christians who would be more likely to understand the 
context of the Church’s statement, but a new Christian or non-Christian seeking the 
Church’s position on divorce could certainly misinterpret this statement to mean one of 
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exclusion, unless they fulfill the stated requirements.  
 The Nazarene Church is another denomination with its roots in John Wesley’s 
Methodist movement. Like the Wesleyans, the Nazarene Church has a history of 
involvement with the holiness movement. Along with its sister denominations in the 
Wesleyan heritage, the Nazarenes have an official statement found in the Manual of the 
Church of the Nazarene, as documented by Dennis Bratcher of The Voice Institute. The 
Nazarenes begin with upholding the sanctity of marriage, going to great lengths to impart 
the importance of the marital covenant and clearly state, “The marriage covenant is 
morally binding so long as both shall live, and breaking of it is a breach of the divine plan 
of the permanence of marriage” (Bratcher). The Nazarenes also recognize the existence 
of divorce in paragraph 35.1 of section III: 
In biblical teaching, marriage is the commitment of male and female to 
each other for life, reflecting Christ’s sacrificial love for the Church. As 
such, marriage is intended to be permanent, and divorce an infraction of 
the clear teaching of Christ. Such infractions, however, are not beyond the 
forgiving grace of God when this is sought with repentance, faith, and 
humility. It is recognized that some have divorce thrust upon them against 
their will or are compelled to resort to it for legal or physical protection. 
(Bratcher) 
 
The important aspect of this narrative is the statement that divorce is not beyond the 
grace of God, and an “innocent” party in the divorce may exist. Certainly, that aspect will 
have a vital role to play in the conveyance of this narrative (Bratcher).  
 The Nazarenes are one of the few denominations to mention premarital 
counseling specifically for remarrying couples. The Manual of the Church of the 
Nazarene gives specific instructions to Nazarene pastors: “They shall provide premarital 
counseling in every instance possible before performing a marriage ceremony including 
proper spiritual guidance for those who have experienced divorce” (Bratcher). This 
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allowance for remarriage following divorce continues in paragraph 35.4 of Section III:  
Through ignorance, sin, and human frailties, many in our society fall short 
of the divine plan. We believe that Christ can redeem these persons even 
as He did the woman at Samaria’s well, and that sin against God’s design 
for marriage does not place one beyond the forgiving grace of the gospel. 
Where a marriage has been dissolved and remarriage has followed, the 
marriage partners are enjoined to seek the grace of God and His 
redemptive help in their marriage relation. Such persons may be received 
into the membership of the church at such time as they have given 
evidence of their regeneration and an awareness of their understanding of 
the sanctity of Christian marriage. (Bratcher) 
 
The clearly stated narrative of the Nazarene Church regarding divorce and remarriage 
provides an important resource from which the individual clergy can draw.  
 Some denominations are not quite as formal in their statements but just as clear in 
their expectations. For instance, the Southern Baptist Convention makes no mention of 
divorce in the “Baptist Faith and Message.” This very general statement is due to the 
congregational nature of the denomination and the Baptist pastors I interviewed agreed 
this lack of a unified statement leads to much diversity on the subject within the 
denomination. Nevertheless, a quick survey of Southern Baptist pastors and congregation 
members will reveal the expectation that their pastors and deacons, at least, not be 
divorced. They base this expectation upon 1 Timothy 3:2 and 3:12: “Now the overseer 
must be above reproach, the husband of but one wife, temperate, self-controlled, 
respectable, hospitable, able to teach.” “A deacon must be the husband of but one wife 
and must manage his children and his household well.”   
 The congregation often places pastors and deacons, as the spiritual leaders of the 
congregation, upon a pedestal, with the idea being that if divorce is not permissible for 
these persons, then it indirectly implies divorce is a grievous sin. Divorce taints a person 
to the point they are no longer fit to be in spiritual leadership. Every individual church 
Perry 33 
 
 
decides how closely they stick to this expectation, as is evidenced by the highly 
publicized divorce of Dr. Charles Stanley, pastor of First Baptist Church in Atlanta, 
Georgia, and one of the most well-known Christian pastors in the United States. Dr. 
Stanley long promised he would step down were he ever to divorce, but when his divorce 
happened he decided to remain, and the congregation supported him in that decision 
(Plowman). The exact reason for Dr. Stanley and his congregation changing positions 
remains unknown to me, but a blended family seeking to discover the “biblical” stance on 
divorce could become very confused in such a situation. 
 Like the Southern Baptists, the Churches of Christ also have no formal hierarchy 
or religious structure above the local congregation; however, one Church of Christ Web 
site claims, “Their beliefs are well defined and agreed upon among the members. Anyone 
who has been a member knows these beliefs” (REVEAL) One of the asserted communal 
beliefs is, “Most do not allow members to divorce and remarry unless the divorce was for 
adultery or, in some cases, abandonment by a non-believing spouse” (REVEAL). 
Because, like Southern Baptists, each Church of Christ congregation is autonomous, no 
sweeping generality can be applied to their beliefs, but the statement made seems 
consistent with the conservative nature of the denomination.  
 The Roman Catholic Church certainly does not have to deal with the issue of 
divorce in relation to their clergy, though they certainly have dealt with many other 
issues, but they do have to look at the theological ramifications for their congregants. The 
Roman Catholics take, perhaps, the most radical contemporary stance on divorce: 
When Jesus came, he elevated matrimony to the same status it had 
originally possessed between Adam and Eve—the status of a sacrament. 
Thus, any valid marriage between two baptized people is a sacramental 
marriage and, once consummated, cannot be dissolved. Jesus, therefore, 
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taught that if anyone so married divorces and remarries, that person is 
living in perpetual adultery, a state of mortal sin. (Catholic Answers) 
 
This statement, based upon Luke 16:18 and Mark 10:11-12, could certainly leave a 
person in a blended family feeling very awkward within a Catholic Church. Paul’s 
statement from Romans 7:2-3 is quoted to reinforce even further the teaching of Jesus 
that divorce is not an option for Christians.  
 Unlike the statements from the Protestant churches, however, the Roman Catholic 
Church does make a distinction between marriage of Christians and marriage of non-
Christians when they say, “For marriages involving an un-baptized party, a different rule 
applied,” which they base upon 1 Corinthians 7:12-15 (Catholic Answers). Nevertheless, 
the Roman Catholic Church feels very strongly about not wavering on their stance, going 
so far as to accuse the Protestant denominations of doing that very thing: “Other 
denominations have modified their teachings to accommodate the pro-divorce ethos that 
dominates modern culture, but the Catholic Church preserves the teaching of Jesus and 
the early Christians” (Catholic Answers). 
 The Catholics claim such a strong stance is due to the fact that “this is not a 
commandment of men, but one that comes directly from Jesus Christ,” which they back 
up with a quote from Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:10. Furthermore, based upon 1 Corinthians 
10:13, they believe anyone truly married in God will be given the grace to live out a 
successful marriage:  
God will ensure that the sacramentally married have the grace necessary to 
live out their marriage vows and either stay married or live continently. 
The sacrament of matrimony itself gives this grace. Whenever we face a 
trial, God ensures that we will have the grace we need. (Catholic Answers) 
 
This statement could have disastrous consequences for a person who is a Christian and is 
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now in a blended family. The story implied is that either (1) they were not Christians 
when they were married the first time or (2) they were not open to God’s grace. Neither 
narrative would hold a very positive connotation for the religious narrative of the person. 
On a Web “story room” where people ask difficult questions concerning Catholic beliefs, 
an unnamed person reinforces this idea: 
After my marriage failed I felt unsupported in so many ways—by my 
family, people at my parish, even some of my friends. I walked away from 
a Church which I felt didn’t care. When I remarried, institutional religion 
really didn’t have much of a role in my life. But I still prayed, and I guess 
God answered my prayers with a loving, caring partner. We’ve both 
rediscovered our roots in the Church, and want to find our way back. But 
I’m afraid there are complications with the Church’s law that I don’t 
understand. Will it be embarrassing to my spouse and children? What do I 
have to do to get reconnected? (“Marriage Issues”) 
 
Another anonymous person on the Once Catholic Web site asks, “Why are 
divorced/remarried Catholics treated differently than other sinners” (“Reading Issues”)? 
Both of these questions show how confusing divorce narratives can be to divorcees in 
both the Catholic and Protestant traditions. Both of these statements came from a 
Catholic Web site, but more than likely an equal number of identical Protestant stories 
exist.  
      The Roman Catholic Church does have an “out” for marriage through declaration of 
nullity, commonly referred to as an annulment. Father Michael Smith Foster, Associate 
Judicial Vicar of the Archdiocese of Boston, explains the details of annulment.  
The ministers of marriage are the bride and groom. As the Catechism of 
the Catholic Church states: “In the Latin Church, it is ordinarily 
understood that the spouses, as ministers of God’s grace, mutually confer 
upon each other the Sacrament of Matrimony by expressing their consent 
before the Church (CCC, 1623).” The word annulment is not used in the 
universal law of the Church. It is not utilized because it is inappropriate. 
The word annulment implies that you are taking “something” and wiping 
it away. The more apt term is declaration of nullity. The Church is really 
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declaring, in hindsight, that on the day of the wedding these specific 
factors (consent, its legitimate manifestation, or the legal qualifications of 
the ministers) prevented the two ministers from bringing about a valid 
sacrament—as had been presumed! The ceremony is not wiped away—all 
the guests saw it happen! The relationship of husband and wife is not 
wiped away—that remains the supposed relationship between the man and 
woman (c. 1061.3)! The children are not wiped away—they remain 
legitimate (cc. 1137 & 1138)! The declaration states that a valid marriage 
had not been brought about, as had been presumed. 
 
Foster’s point is that if the marriage can be proven, and proven is the key word, to be 
invalid from its inception, such as in the case that one party deceived the other or did not 
sacramentally enter into the union despite the vows to do so, then the Catholic Church 
views the marriage to never have actually happened, even though the ceremony did. This 
practice is potentially emotionally harmful to a couple in that it forces them, at least 
legally, to rewrite the narrative of their relationship and say that, in the eyes of God and 
the Church, it was never valid, adding to the already existing pain of separation and legal 
divorce. 
 Some groups within the Catholic Church are making a real attempt to help clear 
up the confusion about the Catholic statement on divorce. The North American 
Conference of Separated and Divorced Catholics (NACSDC) has been attempting to 
spread awareness that a Catholic person who is divorced can still receive the sacraments 
and receive burial in a Catholic Church. They state, “If you are divorced and not 
remarried there are no penalties. The only restriction an unmarried divorced Catholic 
faces is that he or she must be granted an annulment before marrying in the Catholic 
Church.” Once Catholic is another group seeking to help those turned away from the 
Church by some of these narratives. The “Living Room” section of their Web site clearly 
defines their purpose: 
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For many seeking a “way home” to a nourishing community of faith, the 
marriage laws of the Catholic Church seem a confusing obstacle course. 
But very often, given a chance to tell their stories, those whose marriage 
situations presented—or appeared to present—a barrier to Church 
participation, have discovered that there are solutions. 
 
In essence, Once Catholic is trying to help people who have left the Church to rewrite 
their narrative regarding the Church. 
 The Church must look at the statements it is sending and try to discover the most 
effective way to stay true to doctrine while helping its people find grace. None of the 
official denominational statements contradicts Scripture, but the Church must keep in 
mind the totality of Scripture when making any statement. Specific Scriptures aside, the 
beginning assumption seems to be across denominational boundaries that divorce is not 
in keeping with God’s will. The problem arises when any church makes a statement 
regarding God’s will, such as against divorce, without also stating the rest of God’s will, 
which is to reconcile all people to himself. If the first statement serves to drive a person 
away from God and the Church, then it has accomplished part of the task but not the full 
task. 
 Seeking to understand these denominational statements is vital. Local churches 
develop their narrative on divorce and remarriage based upon the official statement of 
their governing body. No matter the claims of independence made, no church arises out 
of a vacuum. Every pastor and every congregation member has had their theology of 
divorce and remarriage informed at some point by some part of an “official” 
denomination. Two thousand years worth of thinking about the divorce and remarriage 
issue exists in the Church’s narrative. Understanding these statements have shaped much 
of what both laity and clergy in local congregations believe is vital to understanding the 
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narratives sent to blended families.  
Early Church Fathers 
 I have just noted that no local church arises out of a vacuum. The same idea 
applies to the denominational statements. None of the Protestant denominations existed 
before Martin Luther, and over a millennium and a half worth of thought on theological 
issues existed before he began the Protestant Reformation in Germany.  
 Writing around AD 90, Hermas is one of the earliest Church fathers to have 
written on divorce. He specifically deals with acceptable conditions for divorce in the 
fourth mandate of “The Shepherd”: 
“But if the husband knows about her sin, and the wife does not repent, but 
persists in her immorality, and the husband continues to live with her, he 
becomes responsible for her sin and an accomplice in her adultery.” “So, 
what, sir,” I said, “should the husband do, if the wife persists in this 
passion?” “Let him divorce her,” he said, “and let the husband live by 
himself. But if after divorcing his wife he should marry another, then he 
too commits adultery.” “So then, sir,” I said, “if, after the wife is divorced, 
she repents and wants to return to her own husband, she will be taken 
back, won’t she?” “Certainly,” he said. “If the husband does not take her 
back, he sins, and brings a major sin upon himself. In fact, the one who 
has sinned and repented must be taken back. So, because of the possibility 
of her repentance, the husband ought not to marry. Not only,” he said, “is 
it adultery when a man pollutes his flesh, but whoever does anything like 
what the heathen do commits adultery.” (217) 
 
This doctrine sounds very much in line with the Roman Catholic statement that any 
person who is divorced commits adultery if they remarry. Hermas is teaching that divorce 
is only allowable by cause of adultery, at which point the innocent spouse, usually male 
in the ancient culture, may divorce the offending spouse but only under the terms that 
neither spouse may remarry so that the option of reconciliation is left open. Hermas’ 
“Shepherd” is very influential in Christian thought, especially Roman Catholics who 
have, in general, a greater historical memory than do Protestants. “Shepherd” is akin to 
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Scripture in the minds of most until the fourth century, which means it still plays a vital 
role in shaping Roman Catholic thought today (Wilcox).  
 Perry brings forth an interesting response to Hermas, specifically in regards to the 
final sentence of the quote: 
Hermas is talking about both kinds of “fornication”—the woman who, like 
Gomer, continues to have sexual contact with men other than her husband, 
and also to women who continue to chase other Gods despite their 
husband’s Christian faith, even if there is no sex involved. This is 
consistent with the imagery of Israel as the Bride of God—or the Church 
as the Bride of Christ in NT imagery. It was only after Augustine that 
things [adultery and fornication] were interpreted in exclusively sexual 
terms—and that because Augustine discovered Plato and “baptized” 
platonic dualism. 
 
Scripture supports Perry’s interpretation of Hermas. John uses sexual imagery, as in the 
great whore, in Revelation 17 to demonstrate committing spiritual adultery by 
worshipping the emperor or participating in one of the mystery cults. God uses Gomer’s 
literal adultery in the book of Hosea to demonstrate Israel’s spiritual adultery with other 
gods. Several of the other prophets, Isaiah 3-4 for example, also use the idea of spiritual 
harlotry and adultery. Paul refers to divorce being acceptable for a believer when a 
nonbelieving spouse refuses to convert (1 Cor. 7:15). This concept is important 
concerning divorce. It would show that, at the least, the early Church did not consider 
sexual sin to be the sole grounds for divorce. Certainly sexual sin was a concern, and 
addressed, but the possibility stands that within the narrative is a second meaning of 
“spiritual adultery,” which was later interpreted as purely sexual. 
 Not long after the time of Hermas, around AD 151, Justin Martyr, also wrote on 
the issue of divorce in his “First Apology,” in which he upholds the same doctrine as 
Hermas: 
Perry 40 
 
 
In regard to chastity, he [Jesus] has this to say: “If anyone looks with lust 
at a woman, he has already before God committed adultery in his heart.” 
And, “Whoever marries a woman who has been divorced from another 
husband, commits adultery.” According to our Teacher, just as they are 
sinners who contract a second marriage, even though it be in accord with 
human law, so also are they sinners who look with lustful desire at a 
woman. He repudiates not only one who actually commits adultery, but 
even one who wishes to do so; for not only our actions are manifest to 
God, but even our thoughts. (15) 
 
Justin upholds the idea that marrying a divorced person is adultery but also deals with the 
issue of lust being adultery. He makes a clear statement that the Church is not to base its 
laws upon human laws. Repeatedly, these same ideas emerge in the writings of the 
Church fathers. Stephen Wilcox compiled a list of the Church fathers’ comments on 
divorce. Clement of Alexandria, in AD 208, affirms the same doctrine in Miscellanies, as 
does Origin in his commentary on Matthew 14:24 around AD 248. Ambrose agrees in his 
commentary on Luke 8:5 in AD 389. Jerome, in Letters 55: 3, written in AD 396, makes 
the provision for separation in the case of spousal abuse but upholds the doctrine that 
once a person divorces remarriage is not an option, again to leave open the possibility of 
reconciliation (Wilcox).  
 Augustine, considered by many to be the greatest Church father between Jesus 
and the Reformation, stayed in the tradition of his predecessors in relation to divorce, as 
seen in “Adulterous Marriages,” written in AD 419: 
A woman begins to be the wife of no later husband unless she has ceased 
to be the wife of a former one. She will cease to be the wife of a former 
one, however, if that husband should die, not if he commit fornication. A 
spouse, therefore, is lawfully dismissed for cause of fornication; but the 
bond of chastity remains. That is why a man is guilty of adultery if he 
marries a woman who has been dismissed even for this very reason of 
fornication. 
 
Augustine goes on state that the marriage bond is unbreakable: 
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In marriage, however, let the blessings of marriage be loved: offspring, 
fidelity, and the sacramental bond. Offspring, not so much because it may 
be born, but because it can be reborn; for it is born to punishment unless it 
be reborn to life. Fidelity, but not such as even the unbelievers have 
among themselves, ardent as they are for the flesh. The sacramental bond, 
which they lose neither through separation nor through adultery, this the 
spouses should guard chastely and harmoniously.  
 
The writings of the early Church fathers make clear they viewed marriage as an 
inseparable bond. They granted the right for spouses to divorce according to human law 
but enforced the theology that the marital bond is forever in God’s eyes and that even 
separated the couple is bound to only each other sexually. The only release from this 
bond is the death of their former spouse. Certainly, the Church fathers were not being 
arbitrary in their theological position. Indeed, they raised the idea of marriage to the 
highest level, that of being eternally bound in the courts of heaven. They held marriage in 
such high regard they could under no circumstances agree to its dissolution. In fact, they 
regarded such dissolution as being impossible due to the unchanging Law of God. 
 This clear and unmistakable teaching from the earliest theologians presents a very 
real problem for blended families today. It also presents a problem for the Protestant 
denominations who, unlike their Catholic counterparts, allow remarriage. Exploring 
whether blended families, and all Protestant denominations, have based their theology 
more on the culture than on Scripture is important. The history of Church thought, 
however, does not end with Augustine. Exploring how the Church grew from the 
thoughts expressed up to Augustine to its current stance is equally important. 
Later Church Fathers 
 When Martin Luther broke from the Catholic Church by nailing the “95 Theses” 
to the Wittenberg Cathedral door in 1517, he began his work of rewriting the doctrine of 
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the Church. In 1520, Luther wrote the Three Treatises. In one of these, “The Babylonian 
Captivity of the Church,” Luther takes on the sacramental views of the Catholic Church, 
including marriage. James Reetzke, a noted Luther scholar, writes on Luther’s view of 
marriage: 
Luther is particularly indignant over the Roman degradation of the whole 
concept of marriage. Nevertheless, the papal hierarchy firstly (in its own 
canon law) prohibits divorce; then it breaks all laws, human and divine, by 
permitting divorce for a sum of money.  
 
Luther begins to spell out his own thoughts on divorce in “The Babylonian Captivity of 
the Church.” His first thought is to speak forcefully against the papacy for condemning 
divorce and then providing several ways a person may pay for an annulment. He believes 
the Roman Catholic Church is constantly contradicting both itself and Scripture 
concerning the issue of divorce.  
Having condemned the Catholic view, Luther then lays out his own views on 
divorce: 
As to divorce, it is still a moot question whether it be allowable. For my 
part I so greatly detest divorce that I should prefer bigamy to it, but 
whether it be allowable, I do not venture to decide. Christ Himself, the 
Chief Pastor, says in Matthew 5:32, “Whosoever shall put away his wife, 
excepting for the cause of fornication, maketh her commit adultery; and he 
that shall marry her that is put away, committeth adultery.” Christ, then, 
permits divorce, but for the cause of fornication only. The pope must, 
therefore, be in error whenever he grants a divorce for any other cause, 
and no one should feel safe who has obtained a dispensation by this 
temerity (not authority) of the pope. Yet it is a still greater wonder to me, 
why they compel a man to remain, unmarried after being separated from 
his wife, and why they will not permit him to remarry. For if Christ denies 
divorce for the cause, of fornication and compels no one to remain 
unmarried, and if Paul would rather have one marry than burn, (1 
Corinthians 7:9) then He certainly seems to permit a man to marry another 
woman in the stead of the one who has been put away. (223) 
 
Luther goes on to cite 1 Corinthians 7 as another example of permission for divorce and 
Perry 43 
 
 
remarriage (224). Paul specifically states in this passage that a believer may divorce an 
unbeliever and is then free to marry again. Luther does not seem to be devaluing 
marriage, even in the earlier sections of this document where he outlines his arguments 
against marriage being termed a sacrament. Luther seems to concede that divorce is not 
God’s intention but is a fact of a fallen world. He specifically refuses to take an official 
stance on the issue of divorce but definitely leaves open the possibility, with Scriptural 
support, that Christians may divorce and remarry. The question, which cannot truly be 
determined here, is whether Luther was speaking in reaction to the Roman Catholic 
stance, if his study of Scripture led him to this conclusion, or some of both.  
 Calvin was certainly familiar with a blended family. His wife, Idelette, was a 
widow and brought children from her previous marriage into her marriage with Calvin. 
When Idelette died, Calvin promised to raise these children as his own. With this 
situation in mind, Calvin would certainly have been approving of ministry with blended 
families; however, the right of the widow to remarry has been acceptable in Church 
doctrine from the beginning. Divorce is a different issue. 
 John Calvin does not make a specific comment about divorce, but his writings, 
and the effect of his theology on the Reformed Church, make his thoughts on the matter 
at least somewhat discernable. Calvin writes, “Yet marriage cannot be so wholly spoiled 
by man’s sin that the blessing with which God hallowed it by his word is entirely 
abolished and no longer exists.” In this particular phrase, Calvin is not referring to 
divorce but to the struggles married couples face. If, however, Calvin were asserting that 
human sin cannot abolish the marriage covenant, then logic suggests that Calvin did not 
believe divorce was truly an option for the believer.  
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 The Center for Reformed Theology and Apologetics reinforces this 
presupposition regarding Calvin’s views on divorce:  
Although the corruption of man be such as is apt to study arguments, 
unduly to put asunder those whom God hath joined together in marriage; 
yet nothing but adultery, or such willful desertion as can no way be 
remedied by the Church or civil magistrate, is cause sufficient of 
dissolving the bond of marriage; wherein a public and orderly course of 
proceeding is to be observed; and the persons concerned in it, not left to 
their own wills and discretion in their own case. (chap. 24) 
 
Given both Calvin’s own assertion that human sin cannot break the bond of marriage, 
coupled with the Reformed Church’s statement, one may safely conclude the Calvinistic 
viewpoint on divorce is in keeping with that of traditional teaching—divorce is 
permissible only in case of adultery.  
 John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement, is another important figure 
in this theological debate over divorce and remarriage. Wesley’s writings are important in 
revealing his thoughts on the matter, but Wesley’s true feelings regarding the subject of 
divorce are shown by his own actions. By all accounts, Wesley’s marriage to Molly 
Vazeille was a very unhappy one. Stephen Tomkins states that after several years of 
marriage, “Wesley’s relationship with his wife continued to be distant and unhappy” 
(167). Tomkins also quotes an early Wesley biographer as writing that Wesley believed 
“if Mrs. Wesley had been a better wife, he might have been unfaithful to the great work 
to which God has called him” (167). Even through such an unhappy marriage, which 
included many quarrels and accusations of unfaithfulness, Wesley refused to divorce 
Molly. If the fact that his marriage was rather unhappy was so widely known, and Wesley 
believed divorce was acceptable for a Christian, surely he would have exercised that 
option. 
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Having noted that Wesley did not divorce his wife, even though the marriage was 
unhappy, a feasible explanation is that he did so only because a legal divorce was not 
possible during Wesley’s day (Coe 24). Certainly, the legal aspect may have played a part 
in Wesley’s decision, but evidence suggests Wesley made many attempts to stay 
reconciled to his wife (Tomkins 174). Looking further at the context of eighteenth 
century England, while divorce was not possible, the practice of a person simply leaving 
their spouse was quite common (Coe 23). Wesley maintained some strong core belief that 
kept him with his wife despite very trying circumstances. One possibility is that Wesley 
was simply doing what many Christians did until the 1960s, which is not divorce for both 
legal and religious reasons. Nevertheless, this policy did not make for a good marriage 
but for emotionally distant people living under the same roof.  
 Wesley did make a definitive statement regarding divorce that stays in line with 
traditional Church teaching:  
[O]ur Lord expressly declares, that for any woman who has a husband 
alive, to marry again is adultery. By parity of reason, it is adultery for any 
man to marry again, so long as he has a wife alive, yea, although they 
were divorced; unless that divorce had been for the cause of adultery: In 
that only case there is no scripture which forbids to marry again. (Sermon 
23 I.5) 
 
This statement is not made by Wesley in response to Jesus’ statement on divorce in the 
Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:27-28), though it is certainly informed by that section, but 
in a sermon on purity of heart (Matt. 5:8-12). Sanctification was a large part of Wesley’s 
belief system; therefore, his writings suggest Wesley saw divorce as a purity issue rather 
than a legal one. Wesley may have chosen not to separate from his wife permanently due 
to a belief that to do so would compromise his striving for Christian perfection. No matter 
the reason, Wesley clearly affirmed the traditional Church stance of his time on divorce 
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both personally and professionally.  
 Having covered the main Church fathers, the next step in understanding the 
Church narrative, and how blended families receive that narrative, is to move into the 
contemporary thoughts on theology of marriage, divorce, and remarriage. Regardless of 
the issues that arise in contemporary literature, one of the struggles is deciding how these 
narratives from the early Church fathers apply to blended families ministry. A burning 
issue is whether today’s pastors and theologians have gained a better theology of the 
family. The possibility exists churches have conceded to culture and ignored the biblical 
teaching.  
 These Church fathers defined the culture, which defined the narratives the Church 
has told about the place of divorce. These narratives, in turn, defined how the Church 
would interpret Jesus’ teaching on divorce. Having looked at the first 1,800 years of 
Church teaching on the issue of divorce, obviously the Church has a long story that tells 
of divorce being unacceptable, a major sin.  
Contemporary Theologians 
 Instone-Brewer has an interesting take on why the Church fathers interpreted 
divorce and remarriage in the manner they did: 
The Church Fathers generally approached the Gospel traditions about 
divorce in a straightforward way. Without any information about the 
Jewish background, the text appeared to say that it is wrong to divorce, 
except in the case of adultery, and that it is wrong to remarry for any 
reason. This concurred with the view of the ascetic movement in the Early 
Church, and so there was little cause to question this interpretation. 
However, this still left plenty of uncertainty of details. (239-40) 
 
Instone-Brewer betrays his own feelings on the matter by choosing such words as 
“appeared” and “uncertainty of details.” He chooses to build his interpretation of divorce 
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by going back to the early Jewish writers rather than strictly the teachings of Jesus and 
the Epistles. By going back even further in the story, Instone-Brewer is looking at the 
narrative of which Jesus, Paul, and the other figures of the New Testament were a part. 
Just as the denominational statements and Church father writings did not appear within a 
vacuum, neither did the writings of the New Testament. These people were part of a 
narrative existing thousands of years before them. 
 While not saying God approves of divorce, Instone-Brewer points out that the 
Pentateuch makes provisions for divorcees (23-26). He claims divorce was a normal part 
of Ancient Near Eastern life and that “the Pentateuch recorded only those situations 
where the Israelites were distinct from their neighbors” (24). The assumption is that 
because divorce was a normal part of the culture God did not speak directly against it but 
made provisions to insure women in particular escaped abuse of the practice. God seems 
to work on this progressive scale throughout Scripture, moving from temple sacrifice to 
Jesus as a one-time sacrifice, for instance, so this theory is entirely feasible.  
 Even with provisions made for divorce, the Old Testament makes a very clear 
case that God did not take the breaking of the marital vows lightly. Throughout much of 
their writings, the prophets use the metaphor of God as being married to Israel. By 
extending that metaphor, the reason for God’s wrath is infidelity in this marriage 
relationship on the part of Israel. Hosea is a primary example of this analogy. Instone-
Brewer states, “Sinai can be seen as the point at which God married his people, and 
Leslie W. Pope finds a reference [Deut. 4:34-38; Exod. 15:13] to God collecting his bride 
and bringing her to him in the wilderness” (35). The idea that God divorced Israel in 
Hosea comes from 2:2 where God says regarding Israel, “For she is no longer my wife, 
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and I am no longer her husband” (NLT). This statement is an ancient formula for divorce 
(37). Instone-Brewer goes on to demonstrate that Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah, and Malachi 
all deal with God’s judgment upon Israel as divorce for unfaithfulness (42-51, 54-58). By 
looking at these five prophets, a consistent narrative develops from the Pentateuch 
through the prophets for the marriage of God to Israel (51). The other consistent narrative 
that develops is that God considers divorce and breaking the marriage vows to be 
negative. God even specifically condemns divorce in Malachi 2:16. The actual Hebrew 
words (חַלַּשׁ ֵאנָשׂ־ֽיִפ) translate as God specifically saying, “I hate divorce without adequate 
grounds.” God’s statement seems to be a legal distinction between divorce for adultery or 
neglect, resulting in a penalty for the guilty party, and divorce with no grounds cited, 
which resulted in a penalty for the one bringing the divorce (56-57). Throughout all of the 
prophets, the term “unfaithfulness” (דגבּ, bagad) is used as the primary source for 
condemnation of Israel (57), revealing God’s hatred for the breaking of vows.  
 Instone-Brewer traces the history of divorce in the Judeo-Christian narrative from 
the Scriptures to the rabbinic teachings, with which Jesus certainly would have been very 
familiar:  
By the first century C.E., there was general agreement in rabbinic Judaism 
concerning most aspects of divorce and remarriage. The rabbis agreed that 
the grounds for divorce were childlessness, material neglect, emotional 
neglect, and unfaithfulness. Divorce was generally regarded as undesirable 
but sometimes necessary. Remarriage was generally accepted, but if it 
followed an invalid divorce, it was treated as adultery. The main dispute 
concerned a new interpretation of Deuteronomy 24:1 by which the 
Hillelites allowed divorce for “any matter.” This new groundless divorce 
was much easier to enact and very quickly became the form of divorce 
used by almost all Jews. (85) 
 
Instone-Brewer, whose viewpoint agrees with Deasley (26), describes the culture into 
which Jesus came.  
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As Jesus sees people breaking the marital covenant for little or no reason, his 
reasons for taking such a strong stance in Matthew 5:31-32 become clearer. Jesus is 
referring to this Hillelite reinterpretation of the Deuteronomy passage when he states, 
“You have heard that the Law of Moses says, ‘A man can divorce his wife by merely 
giving her a letter of divorce’” (Matt 5:31). Jesus then redefines this passage by making 
divorce not such a simple thing. Jesus’ actions make sense in light of Instone-Brewer’s 
interpretation of the marriage metaphor in the prophets as well as Jesus’ very own 
statement in the following verses. In Matthew 5:33-37, immediately following his 
statement on divorce, Jesus condemns the breaking of vows or lightly making of vows. 
God takes the making of vows, especially the marital vows, very seriously, and the causal 
breaking of vows is what seems to have stirred Jesus into these comments rather than 
simply reiterating a commonly held belief of the time.  
By placing Jesus’ comments into the context of the Pentateuch, prophets, and 
rabbinic teachings, Instone-Brewer has shifted the narrative somewhat away from the 
idea of divorce being wrong for any reason other than adultery. Divorce in general is a 
sin, against God’s plan, but the full understanding of this issue cannot come from one 
statement. By using these sources, Instone-Brewer comes to the conclusion that a holistic 
understanding of biblical teaching on marriage, divorce, and remarriage is that “marriage 
should be monogamous, lifelong. Divorce is never compulsory; divorce should be 
avoided unless the erring partner stubbornly refuses to repent, marriage is optional. 
Hillelite ‘any matter’ divorces are invalid” (187). According to Instone-Brewer, the 
practical application for today is the modern church minister should concentrate on 
keeping marriages together while providing forgiveness and support for those who have 
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gone through the pain of divorce (300). 
 Gordon J. Wenham and William F. Heth take a slightly different approach. Their 
study is much the same as Instone-Brewer’s in terms of analyzing the historical and 
biblical teachings, with a good deal of similarity in their historical conclusions. The 
difference comes in how Wenham and Heth apply these teachings to today:  
One thing appears certain from this study: The New Testament and the 
early church as a whole are not [original emphasis] vague or confusing 
when it comes to the question of remarriage after divorce. It is clear that 
Jesus said that a man may have one wife or no wife, and if someone puts 
away their partner for whatever reason they must remain single. One of 
the most difficult problems facing a minister of the Gospel is counseling 
with the divorced and those already remarried. We believe that you should 
see that your present {second} marriage is now God’s will for you. If you 
come to the realization that Jesus calls remarriage after divorce the sin of 
adultery, then call sin “sin” rather than seek to justify what you have done. 
We believe this will bring great freedom to your marriage and will break 
down barriers to ministry you may have encountered before. (199-200) 
 
Wenham and Heth strongly believe that by analyzing the biblical and theological 
narratives, the logical conclusion is the same the Church fathers took. The main 
difference is that Wenham and Heth provide pastoral insight for those already in a 
remarriage situation. They advise blended families to view their current marriage as 
God’s will and seek to be the best husband, wife, and parent possible, which is very 
freeing and grace filled (200). The problem for many may be in, as Wenham and Heth 
state, to “call sin ‘sin.’” Very few people will willingly admit they have sinned, 
especially concerning divorce and remarriage. The implication is not that a couple is 
living in a state of sin if they are remarried and that God’s will for them is to continue to 
live in a state of sin. Rather the couple needs to address the sin that brought them to their 
current state, if they have not already done so, and then embrace the grace and 
forgiveness offered by God in order to make their current marriage as pleasing to God as 
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possible. 
Perry thinks viewing divorce within the narrative framework provides a helpful 
lens for discussion. His perspective on divorce is as follows: 
Basically, divorce is a story about failure. It’s a story about what happens 
when the prime story doesn’t work and marriage is less than God 
intended. I personally would say that simply calling divorce a story of 
failure is not totally adequate. I think there also needs to be a story of 
striving.  There is too much in our culture which says, “If you can’t make 
the goal why even try?” We have to try. That’s what the doctrine of 
sanctification, the Wesleyan concept of “going on to perfection,” is all 
about. We may not make it in this life, but we definitely won’t make it if 
we don’t try.  
 
Perry’s approach to divorce puts divorce in the perspective of narrative rather than simply 
a theological abstract. Pastors can consider divorce in terms of how the story has 
influenced their interpretation of Jesus’ teachings rather than claiming an absolute with 
no discussion. While affirming the Bible does have some absolutes in Christian marriage, 
any person interpreting the Bible must keep in perspective that the narrative of which 
they are a part has influenced their interpretation. 
 Another issue is the current postmodern trend of rejecting absolute truth. If 
Wenham and Heth’s conclusions are correct, they are subjecting a relativistic culture to 
an absolute standard. I am not asserting that an absolute standard should not be held, but 
that doing so in the twenty-first century environment presents an extraordinary challenge 
for a pastor. Perry states the problem this way: 
Since the 1960s, society has, for many reasons, created an alternative 
narrative—one that says, in essence, that divorce is sometimes necessary.  
So now the Church is left with 2 competing narratives. On the one hand, 
we have our narrative that says divorce is a sin. On the other hand, we 
have our narratives from society that say divorce is sometimes good, or at 
least permissible. The real question is how to create a new narrative that 
honors both sets of social constructions–not just having two parallel 
arguments existing side by side and never touching.  
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Many local churches have chosen to take the parallel route. Such a path is easier, but less 
satisfying, than bringing the cultural and church narratives together.  
Summary of Theological Foundations 
 The Church has a long narrative related to marriage, divorce, and remarriage. God 
begins the narrative in Genesis 1:27, and it continues to this day. Andreas Kösternberger 
summarizes this narrative well: 
Human sexuality and relationships were seen to be rooted in the eternal 
will of the Creator as expressed in the way in which God made men and 
women. The Fall led to serious consequences affecting both the man and 
the woman individually in their areas of involvement as well as the marital 
relationships. Nevertheless, the image of God in man is not eradicated, and 
marriage and the family continue as the primary divinely instituted order 
for the human race. (282) 
 
In both Scripture and the writings of theologians through Church history, the marital 
covenant is sacred. It is so sacred that to break it seems almost unthinkable. Much 
disagreement exists about what, exactly, makes divorce permissible. As Kösternberger 
writes, “Because marriage is a divinely ordained institution rather than a human 
contractual agreement, divorce likewise is permissible only in certain carefully delineated 
exceptional cases” (283). What these cases may be remains a matter of contention 
between denominations and theologians, just as in the days of Jesus.  
 One of the concepts presented in Chapter 1 is that divorce is even more likely in a 
blended family situation. As such, the importance of remarital education should be 
forefront in the mind of both the counselor/pastor and the couple. An important aspect of 
ministry to blended families is helping them understand, before they get married, the 
“ideal” concept Deasley presents and assisting them in achieving that ideal as closely as 
possible.  
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 While the Church should always hold the marital ideal up to its people, and 
represent that ideal as achievable, the sad truth is that many marriages fail. Just as is the 
case with any deviation from God’s plan for humans, an examination to understand the 
reasons for this failure, and the implications that result from the failure, must be 
undertaken. 
For today’s pastor, the greatest possible application is using this long narrative to 
help a couple in a blended family situation to deal with the past failure of marriage in 
order to prevent history from repeating. The results of this research may force some 
pastors to reexamine whether or not they can perform remarriages under certain 
standards. Either way, the Church’s job is to examine God’s standards but also extend 
God’s grace when ministering to the blended family.  
arrative Foundations 
 The importance of narrative in a postmodern world is difficult to overstate. 
Author Sara Maitland voices the position of many in this world: 
I am not a theologian. I am a Christian, a feminist and a writer: a 
fictionalizer, a liar in Plato’s definition. I rather incline to the definition of 
theology as (1) the art of telling stories about the divine and (2) the art of 
listening to those stories. (7) 
 
In Maitland’s mind, narrative does not only interpret theology but is the very nature of 
theology. Her idea rings true with the definition used in this project—narrative is the 
story by which persons live their lives. H. Richard Niebuhr goes so far as to say persons 
become so immersed within narrative that they are in the metanarrative, “as the fish is in 
water” (24). Theologian Darrell J. Fasching builds upon Niebuhr’s idea:  
Human beings are not just storytellers, they are story dwellers. Stories are 
not external to human identity but the very substance of it. The choices we 
make, even the options we think we have, are governed by the kind of 
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story we think we are in and the role we see ourselves playing in it. By 
dwelling in the story, by living through the narrative, one became human. 
(89) 
 
This idea of narrative is even more important when the richness of the Christian narrative 
is considered. Leonard Sweet, Brian McLaren, and Jerry Haselmayer state, “When you 
become a Christian, you become part of a tradition that has a priceless galleria of images, 
stories, metaphors, rituals, and hymns as well as historians, philosophers, dramatists, 
novelists, poets, scientists, and prophets” (206). All of Christian history, and the 
Scriptures themselves, are a part of a grand narrative, including the Psalms that arose out 
of the story of Israel and the prophets who proclaimed their messages within that same 
story (206-07).  
According to Father John Navone, professor of biblical theology at the Gregorian 
University in Rome, the good news is that humans can become a part of this 
metanarrative through Christ:  
The Christ-story can become our story. It can provide us with the 
courage to face death, to live responsibly, reverently and realistically. 
The dramatic action which the Christ-story motivates in our lives 
involves the freedom and terrifying risks of becoming more than that 
which is provided for by even the best of human structures. (118) 
 
Expanding the good news is the notion that humans do not merely belong to the Christ-
story but actually participate in its creation and continuance as they tell the story to others 
and live it out in their own lives. Father Navone says, “Storytelling can be understood as 
a participation in several distinguishing, but interpenetrating, levels of meaning, 
communicating a fullness of cognitive, affective, and imaginational experience” (240).  
 Specifically related to the divorce and remarriage issue, Dan Hurley notes how 
even statistical narratives, such as the idea that 50 percent of marriages will end in 
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divorce, can have a profound impact on the narrative of the individual: 
Joshua R. Goldstein, associate professor of sociology and public affairs at 
Princeton’s Office of Population Research, said the loss of detailed 
government data, coming at a time when divorce rates were at their 
highest, might have distorted not only public perception, but people’s 
behavior. “Expectations of high divorce are in some ways self-fulfilling,” 
he said. “That’s a partial explanation for why rates went up in the 1970’s.” 
As word gets out that rates have tempered or actually begun to fall, Dr. 
Goldstein added, “It could lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy in the other 
direction.” 
 
The article quotes several other scholars in the field of sociology who believe the 50 
percent divorce rate statistic is incorrect, but because of the frequency of quoting this 
statistic, the narrative received by couples is that they should expect to experience 
divorce. Therefore, many couples approach marriage with the idea of divorce already in 
mind. 
 Narrative is not simply a “postmodern fad,” though narrative often finds itself put 
to uncritical “faddish” use, not to mention being the point of much confusion caused by a 
lack of conceptual clarity (Hauerwas and Jones, “Introduction,” 1). Each point in history 
has contained a dominant narrative by which that culture lived. For instance, “the 
Enlightenment metanarrative of progress and perfectibility through reason and science” 
(Sweet, McLaren, and Haselmayer 193) existed for over two hundred years. This 
metanarrative, which is “any founding or overarching story that gives rationale and 
legitimation for a particular worldview, perspective, or value system” (193), finds itself a 
part of world, national, regional, and personal foundations.  
Metanarratives become so integral to the being of a person they can convince that 
person he or she has the one and only correct view of life, Scripture, or even the best 
collegiate athletic conference. As Sweet, McLaren, and Haselmayer say, “Do you think 
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the Islamic fundamentalist is any less confident of his metanarrative than the radical 
relativist is of hers, or you are of yours?” (194). This point brings to light the fact that, 
regardless of how a church views divorce and remarriage, it cannot throw its 
metanarrative into the face of a blended family as the one and only way and expect a 
blended family to respond in a positive way. Instead, the church must approach the 
blended family with teaching and humility. Inviting the blended family to join the 
metanarrative does not mean that the church imposes its story upon the blended family, 
or any person, but that each church invites each person to join God’s story while bringing 
their individual story along. Many blended families think their story is not welcome, but 
Scripture clearly demonstrates that God always makes room, regardless of how deserving 
people feel they are (Pasquarello, Personal interview).  
 Sweet, McLaren, and Haselmayer say, “All our narratives are contingent and 
corrigible, not totalizing. We hold them gently, always knowing most strongly that only 
God knows totally and we are just human beings, just beginner disciples, with a lot to 
learn and unlearn” (194). Their statement is not a case for relativism but a plea to 
recognize how one person’s narrative is not the complete and final narrative. Only God 
can claim that distinction. By recognizing each person’s biases and incompleteness, the 
church may approach any situation, especially one as delicate as a blended family, 
humbly and seeking to learn, as much as teach. While holding firm to their understanding 
of God, each person within the Christian community can open his or her mind to the idea 
of how others can help expand the narrative.  
 One of the primary means for sharing a narrative within a church is through 
preaching. Eugene Lowry even suggests that pastors look at a sermon as a “homiletical 
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plot” and a “sacred story” (xxi). Lowry’s use of narrative is more homiletical genre than 
theological construct, but this reference to the sacred story is appropriate as the preacher, 
regardless of preaching style, is sharing the metanarrative of God and giving implications 
for how the listener fits within that story. Calvin Miller uses the metaphor of the twenty-
first century story—video—to describe a sermon. He points out that in the various video 
media, “[t]here are many ways that video crews and cinematographers help us see: They 
slow the motion, stop the motion, or speed the motion [original emphasis]” (88). Sermons 
allow a preacher to take the story of God and use any of these video techniques to make 
sure, as Miller says, “that we will not just watch the progression of images, but actually 
see them” (88). When persons read a text of Scripture, they may not see how they fit 
within the metanarrative, but narrative preaching allows the preacher to “freeze” the story 
in order to help the listeners fully comprehend it.  
 The pastor cannot, however, simply interpret the narrative and expect the listener 
to integrate it immediately into his or her life. Hugh MacKay says, “People are not blank 
slates on which we write our messages. People are pulsating bundles of attitudes, values, 
prejudices, experience, feelings, thoughts, sensations and aspirations. They are active, not 
passive, even when they are listening” (11). According to MacKay’s idea, a sermon is not 
a one-way diatribe but a conversation in which both preacher and listener participate in 
the narrative of God. In order to connect the listener with the narrative, the pastor must 
establish the meaning and relevance of the narrative. A person does not engage in a 
conversation with which they find no relevance.   
Edward de Bono comments on the need for meaning and message to connect in 
order to produce relevance: 
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A toilet sign at an airport may have meaning but no relevance if you do 
not happen to need to go to the toilet. If you need to go to the toilet, the 
sign has both meaning and relevance. If you were in Japan or Greece and 
could not even read the lettering, the sign would have relevance but no 
meaning. (134) 
 
Graham Johnston puts de Bono’s idea into the Church context: 
For many postmodern listeners the message [narrative] of the Bible has no 
meaning, and they don’t understand it. For others the message of the Bible 
has no relevance and bears no importance. For some the message of the 
Bible has neither meaning nor relevance. The role of the preacher is to 
supply both meaning and relevance to people who initially do not 
understand the message nor perceive its need. (64) 
 
A confusing story, or a nonrelevant one, does not connect. When the preacher connects 
the listener to God’s story through both relevance and meaning, then lives begin to 
change and the listener joins the conversation. With blended families, joining the 
conversation means helping them understand the narrative of the Church throughout 
history and how they fit into God’s story as current members of the local church.  
 In his own examination of the person finding their place in the Church’s story, 
Michael Pasquarello, III notes the desire to find the metanarrative: 
Until fairly recently, it was expected that people thought their lives were 
part of a story, and the church’s business was to propose the gospel as the 
true and deep meaning of that story. Christianity claimed to tell a 
universally encompassing story, and posited as a correlated notion the 
universal possibility of finding one’s place in the narrative. As Jenson 
notes, modernity appropriated the church’s claim and idea. This was the 
attempt to have a universal story without the universal storyteller. 
(“Narrative Reading” 178-79) 
 
After framing the “big picture” of the Church losing its story, Pasquarello goes on to state 
that pastors share much of blame for this loss of story due to their lack of connecting to 
the metanarrative within their preaching. A pastor may tell a story as a homiletical 
technique, but rarely does he or she view Scripture through the lens of the metanarrative:  
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Although preachers continue to visit the Bible to search for relevant and 
useful ideas, too few speak the language of Christian Scripture with a 
homiletic wisdom capable of forming a people whose corporate life is 
identified by the story of the Triune God who creates and saves the world. 
(179) 
 
While this project did not focus on narrative preaching, the topic is still very relevant 
because the pastor is often the most visible figure in the church and he or she is most 
visible in the pulpit.  
Much of the local church’s narrative comes into being by way of the sermons 
preached in their pulpit. The sermon is the place of corporately telling, and joining with, 
God’s story and, therefore, offers the greatest opportunity for the pastor to provide 
guidance and correction to the church’s narrative. However, sermons constructed from a 
narrative framework are nothing new. According to Niebuhr, earliest Christian preaching 
was solely narrative in its focus: 
The preaching of the early Christian church was not an argument for the 
existence of God. It was primarily a simple recital of the great events 
connected with the historical appearance of Jesus Christ and a confession 
of what happened to the community of disciples. (21) 
 
While narrative has long played an important part in the history of the Church, this idea 
of narrative has also become vital in shaping twenty-first culture, whether anyone 
actually recognizes the concept or not.  
Media theorist George Gerbner thinks that stories are the “seamless web of our 
culture” (250). Jason Moore and Len Wilson say, “Stories become so real we base our 
playtime and even our real time on them” (76). Narrative being so important to the 
twenty-first century culture is not an accident, nor a new phenomenon. Stephen Crites 
notes that narrative, especially metanarrative (he uses the term “history), is simply part of 
who all human beings are:  
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The forms [original emphasis] of cultural expression are not historical 
accidents. They are not products of culture, much less products of 
individual choice and contrivance. The fact that people speak some 
language is no historical accident. It is a necessary mark of being human, 
i.e., being capable of having a history. (65)  
 
With stories being so important in the surrounding culture, a narrative approach is quite 
sensible, and helpful, when exploring the blended family issue.  
 Two primary issues for the Church and blended family narratives are the cultural 
restructuring of the marital narrative and the false expectations of how the family 
narrative fits within the church (Pasquarello, Personal interview). The secular view of 
marriage largely consists of the notion that marriage exists for the purpose of making 
each person “feel” happy and fulfilled. Many persons within a blended family absorb this 
story and thus rationalize their past marital failure by saying their former spouse failed to 
make them feel happy and fulfilled. In other words, the former spouse failed to play their 
perceived role in the narrative. Even within the local church, a false narrative exists about 
families. The prevalent narrative is that the church is an extension of the family rather 
than the biblical view of the family being an extension of the church. God did not intend 
for the family to bear the weight of either narrative. The local church must challenge 
these false narratives with God’s narrative, the metanarrative. Families have been 
attempting to figure out how God fits into their story when the reality is that the local 
church must help the families see how their story fits within God’s story.  
 Therapists, especially, have made use of this narrative concept. Morgan gives the 
reason for the success in use of narrative: 
Narrative therapy seeks to be a respectful, non-blaming approach to 
counseling and community work, which centres people as the experts in 
their own lives. It views problems as separate from people and assumes 
people have many skills, competencies, beliefs, values, commitments and 
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abilities that will assist them to reduce the influence of problems in their 
lives.  
 
This same idea of a respectful, non-blaming approach that places problems outside of 
people is a perfect fit for ministering to blended families in the church. The whole idea of 
narrative therapy is to take the harmful narratives and “rewrite” them in a more positive 
manner for the person. Narrative therapy seeks to help people gain understanding by 
guiding them on a journey rather than tell them directly where they need to go. The 
fullness of this idea presents some problems for Christianity. Morgan states, “There is no 
‘right’ way to go—merely many possible directions to choose from.”   
 While most Christians would agree that each individual Christian is on an 
individual journey, guided by the Holy Spirit, a common destination exists. Narrative 
therapy is much more subjective in its desired outcomes. What the Church can learn from 
narrative therapy, however, is the process:  
Narrative therapists think in terms of stories—dominant stories and 
alternative stories; dominant plots and alternative plots; events being 
linked together over time that have implications for past, present and 
future actions; stories that are powerfully shaping of lives. Narrative 
therapists are interested in joining with people to explore the stories they 
have about their lives and relationships, their effects, their meanings and 
the context in which they have been formed and authored. (Morgan) 
 
Morgan says dominant stories have implications for both present and future. Alternate 
stories factor into a person’s interpretation of events but generally are short-term. 
Alternate stories often are in the subconscious, but play a vital role in informing the 
dominant story. Theologian Gerard Loughlin also uses the idea of the story’s role in both 
informing and creating the self:   
There is a reciprocal relationship between story and story-teller. As I 
recount my life-story, my story produces the “I” which recounts it. I tell 
the story by which I am told. And since I am part of a larger community—
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one in which others tell stories about me, just as I tell stories about them—
I am the product of many inter-related narratives, as is everyone else. (18) 
 
Every human has both dominant and alternate stories. The same is true for every 
organization, including the Church and every individual local church. The goal is for the 
local church to be aware of its dominant and alternate stories and become intentional in 
choosing the positive narratives to guide the life of that church, while also being aware of 
the harmful ones.  
Jill Freedman and Gene Combs give the outcome from the therapy standpoint: 
“Within the new stories, people live out new self images, new possibilities for 
relationships and new futures” (16). The goal of salvation is very similar. Ron L. Deal, 
licensed marriage and family therapist and founder of As for Me and My House 
Ministries, sums up this goal:  
I liken the experience of stepfamilies to the wilderness wanderings of the 
Israelites. Stepfamilies enter remarriage with the dream of finally reaching 
the Promised Land. Leaving the horrible oppression of divorce, they 
embark on a journey, only to discover that the trip is filled with 
uncertainty. Direction seems to be lacking, children and heavy baggage 
slow their progress, and it takes much longer to arrive than they ever 
imagined. Discouragement, grumbling, and complaining abound. Perhaps 
that's why 60% of remarriages end in divorce. But it is time churches start 
handing out compasses so that stepfamilies can find the Promised Land in 
faith. Education, support groups, an attitude of acceptance by the 
congregation and church leadership—all of these things combine to form a 
spiritual compass that guides the stepfamily journey. 
 
As a person grows in Christian faith, the idea is for a new narrative to emerge. In 
ministering to blended families, the goal is for the Church to help that family examine 
past narratives and move forward with a positive narrative to enrich both their experience 
of the Church as well as their lives as members of the blended family.  
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Methodological Foundations 
 Qualitative research was the method chosen for this study. The project was 
exploratory in nature in that no previous research exists regarding the specific theme of 
blended families and narrative within the church context. By looking at the narrative 
given by each pastor and blended family, themes emerged that gave explanation to the 
experience of the blended family as well as meaning behind the narrative.  
 Qualitative research is a method akin to putting together a jigsaw puzzle (Seidel 
2). Once the data is collected, narrative interviews in the case of this study, the researcher 
faces numerous pieces of a puzzle that do not make much sense upon first glance. As the 
researcher collects, codes, and analyzes the pieces begin to form the shape so, hopefully, 
the result is a complete puzzle, or at least a puzzle complete enough for someone else to 
finish it at a later point.  
 The initial step in qualitative research is data collection. In order to gain the most 
information from the data, the researcher must go beyond simply transcribing interviews. 
Field journals, theological reflection, and reviewing the literature also provide helpful 
tools in the initial observation phase. The field journals are especially helpful for this 
project, as they provide a record of things I already noticed during, or immediately 
following, the interview. After all the data is collected, it is “coded” (i.e., put into similar 
categories). Various methodologies exist in coding, which Juliet Corbin and Anselm 
Strauss define: 
In open coding, the analyst is concerned with generating categories and 
their properties and then seeks to determine how categories vary 
dimensionally. In axial coding, categories are systematically developed 
and linked with subcategories. However, it is not until the major 
categories are finally integrated to form a larger theoretical scheme that 
the research findings take the form of theory [original emphasis]. Selective 
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coding is the process of integrating and refining categories. (143) 
 
I did not use either coding method, but ended up using a more holistic approach described 
later in this section by Seidel. All coding is extremely helpful in making sense of large 
amounts of data, but, as Jacqueline P. Wiseman points out, some problems also exist:  
A serious problem is sometimes created by the very fact of organizing the 
material through coding or breaking it up into segments in that this 
destroys the totality of philosophy as expressed by the interviewee—
which is closely related to the major goal of the study. (278) 
 
Wiseman’s assertion presents an especially daunting problem when using the narrative 
method. A primary goal of narrative is to understand the overall story of a person rather 
than segmenting and examining the individual pieces of that story. Coding provides a tool 
with which to find the major themes, but analysis of narrative is most effective in its 
entirety rather than in pieces. Again, the analogy of the jigsaw puzzle proves helpful. 
Seen only in its pieces a jigsaw puzzle is incoherent. Social scientist John V. Seidel uses 
the metaphor of a city map to make a similar point:  
If you just have the names of streets in a city, you know something about 
the city. But simply knowing the names of the streets doesn’t necessarily 
tell you much about the layout of the city, or how to get around in the city. 
(7)  
 
With all of the puzzle pieces assembled and seen in their entirety, the story fully emerges. 
Where this analogy breaks down is in the notion of the finality of the puzzle. In 
qualitative analysis, the final picture solution is not always present. Wiseman deals with 
the inherent problem of coding by maintaining two copies of each transcript. The first 
copy is to be broken up and coded, while the second copy is to be kept intact and read 
only in its entirety (278). Wiseman’s method provides a way for a researcher to deal with 
massive amounts of data while keeping the overall picture firmly in mind.  
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 Danny L. Jorgensen adds an excellent observation regarding the purpose of 
coding and breaking down the various parts of the narrative data: 
Analysis is a breaking up, separating, or disassembling of research 
materials into pieces, parts, elements or units. With facts broken down into 
manageable pieces, the researcher sorts and sifts them, looking for types, 
classes, sequences, processes, patterns or wholes. The aim of this process 
is to assemble or reconstruct the data in a meaningful or comprehensible 
fashion. (107) 
 
Many qualitative researchers think that breaking the data apart and coding it is the 
primary path to analysis, but Michael Agar cautions this method is not the only way, nor, 
necessarily, the best way, to analyze data. Agar’s assertion rings especially true in the 
realm of narrative analysis, as narrative is more than simply the sum of its parts. For 
Agar, who uses a method similar to Wiseman’s, data analysis comes from going over 
small parts of data repeatedly until they begin to make sense in light of the larger story 
(193-94).  
 Seidel brings up an idea that incorporates Agar’s method. Seidel asserts that 
qualitative analysis is not an either/or approach (coding versus holistic), but a both/and 
approach:  
An ad hoc map is the kind of map that you draw to tell people how to get 
to your house. When you draw this map you highlight (i.e., code) certain 
features of the landscape as reference points. In order to draw the map you 
have to know some general things about intersections, stoplights, and 
stores. But this general knowledge does not reveal the path to your house. 
Knowing and describing the path requires a knowledge of specific 
intersections, stoplights, and stores. Thus, describing the path depends on 
coded features of the landscape, but the path is not reducible to the coded 
features, nor is it revealed by studying collections of those features of the 
landscape. (10) 
 
Seidel’s point is that a true narrative qualitative analysis cannot occur by studying only 
the coded parts or the whole. When the researcher analyzes both part and whole in light 
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of the other, then understanding begins to transpire.  
 In summation, the purpose of qualitative research, at least in the case of this 
study, is to gather narrative data in the form of interviews, break that data into codes, and 
reassemble that data in light of the whole narrative in order to create a cohesive theme(s). 
This process occurs through the researcher continually gathering, coding, and reflecting. 
Data, on its own, might be interesting to read but has no usefulness until transformed into 
a theme(s), which provides the ability to form a strategy for action.
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
 The number of blended families is growing at an increasing rate. Divorce and 
remarriage have become the norm within American culture with over 50 percent of 
marriages ending in divorce. This cultural shift presents a challenge for the local church, 
which has mostly upheld the “traditional” nuclear family as the ideal. Despite the 
increasing number of divorces, however, the stigma attached to belonging to a blended 
family does not appear to have decreased within local churches. The possibility exists 
that the degree of the stigma is dependent upon the part of country where a person resides 
(i.e., traditionally “liberal” states such as California would be more likely to accept a 
blended family than a more traditionally “conservative” state such as Alabama), but the 
stigma still exists. In my experience, nowhere in the country is the divorced blended 
family held up as the ideal. The blended family situation, created by divorce and 
remarriage as opposed to death and remarriage, exists as an unpleasant fact—tolerated, 
but not idealized.  
 With blended families becoming an increasingly large segment of the population, 
and, thus, the constituency of any local church, churches must examine their stories, 
strategy, and programs as they relate to blended families. Rather than allowing narratives 
to continue unintentionally, both harmful and helpful, each local church must 
intentionally seek to understand the story of the blended family and how it (the church) 
can help the blended family incorporate their story into God’s story. 
 The purpose of the research was to define the narratives received by blended 
families, both positive and negative, within the local church context.  
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Research Questions 
 The design of this project was qualitative. The goal was to discover what 
narratives are exchanged between a local church and blended families, as well as what 
role those narratives play in shaping blended families’ view of their life within a local 
congregation. Once the narratives emerged, the study looked for trends and themes in 
order to discover the meaning and give explanation to these narratives. The research 
questions are reflective of this desire to examine narratives as opposed to predicting 
specific outcomes. The first research question examines the kind of overall narratives 
exchanged between local churches and blended families. The second research question 
deals with the response of blended families to perceived narratives. The possibility exists 
that the narratives blended families perceive may be different from the narratives pastors 
think they are sending. The third research question considers what narratives the Church 
may already possess that would be of help to the blended families.  
Research Question #1 
 What narratives are churches giving, what narratives are blended families 
receiving, and how do these two narratives interact?  
 A main theme that emerges from the study of divorce and remarriage throughout 
Church history is that blended families created as a result of divorce are not acceptable. A 
person may remarry upon the death of the spouse and become a part of the church family 
without question, but to remarry after divorce carries a stigma.  
The answer to this research question provides a baseline for proceeding with 
analysis. If a high level of congruency exists between the narrative sent and the narrative 
received, the pastor and church may assume they are effectively communicating their 
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message. No value judgment is placed upon the impact of the message upon blended 
families’ life within the church or relationship with the church. Without an analysis of 
congruency, understanding the impact of local church narratives upon blended families 
would not be possible. 
 The first research question examined whether local churches, intentionally or 
unintentionally, send a negative view of remarriage after divorce. This question also 
explored message(s) received by the blended families regardless of the churches’ 
intentions. 
Research Question #2 
 How do blended families respond to the narratives they receive in a church 
setting?  
 This research project builds upon the premise that narratives sent by local 
churches have an impact on the way blended families view their life within a particular 
church. Narratives shape a person’s sense of worth, sense of connectedness to others, and 
their ability to function effectively within a group. If a local church, intentionally or 
unintentionally, sends a message that communicates blended families are not of equal 
value to traditional families, then blended families are likely to be less involved in church 
and may experience less satisfaction in their faith journey. If, on the other hand, a local 
church sends a message of welcome and inclusion to blended families, regardless of the 
church’s stance on divorce and remarriage, then blended families are more likely to be 
involved in the life of the church. 
Research Question #3 
 What narratives exist within the Church that can support and nurture the growth 
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and development of blended families?    
 The Church narrative is one of salvation and good news. The metanarrative of the 
Church is that anyone, regardless of the past, can bring his or her story into God’s story 
and actively participate within God’s story. One hope of this research is to explore what 
specific narratives exist within the Church that speak to the needs of blended families. 
The eventual goal is to use the results of this research to minister more effectively to 
blended families. If the Church already contains, within its metanarrative, specific 
narratives dealing with the issues faced by blended families, then the local church only 
needs bring those resources to bear, as opposed to inventing new narratives.  
Population and Sample 
 The general population for this study consists of the 468 faith communities within 
the Elmore and Autauga County areas of Alabama. Both counties are located adjacent to 
Montgomery, Alabama, the state capital. Engaging in a meaningful interview with such a 
large number of pastors and congregation members is beyond the scope of this study. 
Criteria were set to help delimit the number of churches approached to participate in this 
project. First, churches represented a Protestant theological perspective. Because the 
study focused on ministry to blended families within the Christian church, all non-
Christian faith communities, such as Mormon, Jehovah’s Witness, Ba’hai, Jewish, 
Muslim, Christian Science, and Unitarian, dropped from the list of potential participants. 
Furthermore, Roman Catholic churches were removed from the pool of potential 
participating churches due to the Roman Catholic stance prohibiting remarriage. With a 
strongly articulated position on remarriage following divorce, Roman Catholic clergy 
face a different dilemma than Protestant clergy, whose denomination may or may not 
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have such a clearly articulated view. Second, churches needed to report an average 
weekly worship attendance of over two hundred people. Larger churches tend to have 
greater resources with which to minister to the unique needs of blended families. Smaller 
churches tend to offer very few “niche” ministries due to limited resources. 
 By using the criteria stated above, the number of potential participant churches in 
Elmore and Autauga Counties lowered to forty-three. From this group of forty-three, a 
sample of ten churches were randomly selected by assigning a number to each church and 
having my computer randomly generate ten numbers. No replacement was necessary as 
each of the original randomly selected churches agreed to participate in the study. The 
sample included three Southern Baptist churches, three United Methodist churches, two 
Church of Christ churches, one Nazarene church, and one charismatic nondenominational 
church. Though I would have preferred to have a predominantly African-American 
church in the study for diversity, each of the randomly selected churches contains a 
majority Caucasian makeup. I contacted the pastors of the ten selected churches and 
received their agreement to (1) participate in the study and (2) enlist three blended 
families from within their congregation to participate in the study. Seventy adults (ten 
pastors, thirty couples) from ten churches comprised the sample for this study.  
Design and Instrumentation 
 This project was an exploratory qualitative study using the narrative method. The 
value of such a qualitative approach is the ability to discover not easily quantifiable 
themes. Qualitative method is especially valuable when seeking to understand a person’s 
experience with a particular narrative and the nature of the interpretation of that 
experience. Without clearly identifiable attitudes or actions, I sought to ascertain couples’ 
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and pastors’ experience of blended family narratives within their churches by allowing 
them to tell their own stories.  
 I used two researcher-designed instruments to conduct interviews with ten pastors 
and thirty couples. The first instrument (see Appendix A) was a questionnaire eliciting 
background information from husbands and wives who remarried following a divorce. 
The questionnaire provided information about the participants’ age, years married (for 
couples), number of stepchildren and children, number of years since divorce, and 
number of years in current church/denomination. The pastors also received an initial 
informational questionnaire (see Appendix B) asking about their length of time pastoring 
their specific churches as well as denominational connections and length of time in the 
ministry. Both pastors and couples received only the questionnaire designed specifically 
for them. By using such information, the personal and ministry context of each couple 
and pastor was established.  
 The second instrument was a researcher-designed interview protocol. Each 
participating pastor and couple were asked a series of open-ended questions that arose out 
of the research questions for this study, review of literature, and my personal experience 
with blended families (see Appendixes C and D). The goal of these interviews was to 
allow each subject to tell his or her story in his or her own words. 
 I used specific guidelines suggested by Floyd J. Fowler, Jr. and Thomas W. 
Mangione to insure consistency among all of the interviews. 
1. Read the questions exactly as worded. 2. If the respondent’s answer to 
the initial question is not a complete and adequate answer, probe for 
clarification and elaboration in a nondirective way; that is, in way that 
does not influence the content of the answers that result. 3. Answers 
should be recorded without interviewer discretion; the answers recorded 
should reflect what the respondent says. 4. The interviewer communicates 
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a neutral, nonjudgmental stance with respect to the substance of answers. 
(33) 
 
I met with my research reflection team prior to conducting any interviews to ensure the 
clarity of all questions. Doing so enabled me to follow the guidelines exactly. 
Data Collection 
 I recorded each interview with a digital voice recorder to insure accuracy. Next, I 
transcribed each interview and placed it into my word processor for coding. Each 
respondent signed a permission form, enabling me to record the interviews. On my part, I 
promised total confidentiality to each respondent and attempted to encode the data so that 
matching the respondents’ identity to their responses was not possible.  
 The only persons interviewed were the randomly selected pastors and the blended 
families chosen by each pastor. I did not recruit interview subjects beyond the randomly 
selected pastor. Upon receiving the names and contact information for each blended 
family, I contacted the participants and sent them the written questionnaire, by either e-
mail or postal service. Within this initial contact letter (see Appendix E), each pastor 
agreed to allow me to include a statement stating they endorse the project and encourage 
their church members’ participation. As part of the questionnaire, I included a letter 
explaining the scope and purpose of the study and the role played by the interviewees.  
 Once the written questionnaire was completed, I contacted each couple and pastor 
to set up a face-to-face interview. Each interview took approximately forty-five minutes 
to complete. As noted before, the interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded for 
analysis.  
Variables 
 While qualitative research does not contain the standard independent and 
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dependent variable for which the researcher can control, certain factors do play into the 
results. In this case, I defined “variables” as a condition or environment that impacted the 
subject’s view of the blended family narrative. I was not seeking to control for these 
variables but to include them in my understanding of the themes that emerged from the 
study.  
 Possible variables included race, denominational affiliation, whether the divorce 
occurred before or after church involvement, family of origin status (i.e., whether or not 
the subject grew up in a blended family), culture of origin, and the church history of the 
subject. Race was a potential variable, but the random selection produced only Caucasian 
participants. Each of these variables possibly affected the subjects’ perceptions of the 
blended family narrative, as well as the Church’s narrative of divorce and remarriage. No 
certainty exists as to the extent of the impact each variable had in the lives of the subjects, 
but the consideration of the variables, hopefully, allowed for greater understanding of the 
data.  
 The two most important variables were the blended families and the narrative. As 
I proceeded into this research, I had no control over the already existing narrative, 
perceived or real. I also had no control over which blended families I interviewed. With 
only a limited population, selected by the pastor, the possibility existed I would interview 
only those couples within the congregation with a positive view of the church. I tried to 
control for this variable by asking the pastor to select one couple who is new to the 
church, one couple who has been involved in the church long-term, and one couple 
somewhere in between. The pastors complied with this request, which I hope provided a 
broader view of the narrative presented and perceived within the church.  
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Data Analysis 
 Upon completion of the data collection, including recording, transcribing, and 
coding, I analyzed the material to seek trends and themes in the responses. I made every 
effort to triangulate the data (i.e., using multiple sources to confirm the analysis). In this 
case, the analysis did not solely rely upon my interpretation of the interviews. Printed 
material, theological reflection, psychological findings, and a field journal (what I 
observed and reflected upon immediately following the conclusion of the interview) also 
played a role in the analysis.  
 In order to code the material, I used Microsoft Word to transcribe each interview. 
Following the transcription, I went through the data and assigned a code to each line of 
data based upon the theme found in that data. As I analyzed the data and saw themes 
emerge, I assigned a code to each specific theme and then assigned a code to each line of 
data as appropriate. These codes served a heuristic purpose in that they existed only to 
facilitate discovery and further investigation of the data.  
 The entire process for qualitative data analysis was iterative and progressive, 
rather than linear. A seemingly infinite cycle existed. I thought about the data, which led 
to noticing new trends and themes within the data, which led to collecting and thinking 
about the new information, which led to noticing new things about the data, and the cycle 
repeated.  
 A part of my analysis was the inclusion of a research reflection team made up of 
members of my current congregation. Their main purpose was to ensure the clarity of the 
questions within the instrumentation, but they also provided insights into the data as well 
as helping me clarify my own initial analysis as I explained my field notes to them. I met 
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nine times with this team through the interview process.  
 After interpreting the data, conclusions emerged regarding the congruency of 
narratives exchanged between the Church and blended family. Also important was how 
those narratives apply practically to the local church context. 
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CHAPTER 4 
FIDIGS 
The dissertation instrumentation and data collection attempted to measure, 
through interviews, field notes, and church-related written documents, what narratives are 
exchanged between the local church and blended families, as well as what role those 
narratives play in shaping blended families’ view of their life within a local congregation. 
During the period of June 2006 through October 2006, I conducted semi-structured face-
to-face interviews with ten pastors and thirty couples in a blended family situation. I 
scheduled the interviews in forty-five minute blocks, though they occasionally went up to 
an hour. I used a digital recorder to record each interview and transcribed each interview 
verbatim. All of the interviewees are associated with churches in Elmore and Autauga 
Counties of Alabama. 
I found great benefit in spending time transcribing the interviews. As I listened to 
each interview, often repeatedly rewinding, I began to hear themes emerging from each 
of the interviewees. As I typed the words, the details of the study began to lodge in my 
mind, allowing me to analyze the data more quickly.  
 After transcribing each of the interviews, I used a word processor to compile the 
interviews and search for recurring words, ideas, and phrases (Wiersma 203). Because 
the transcribed interviews were lengthy, I needed to develop an effective method to 
compare and contrast answers to specific questions. I separated the questions and 
responses into groups and document files. Also, as I separated the pastors’ responses 
from those of the couples, points of differentiation and congruency began to emerge. 
 An unexpected benefit of the research came from my research reflection team. 
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Here I must note the identity of all respondents—pastors, couples, and individual 
churches—remained confidential through my discussion with the research reflection 
team. As they listened to the interviews and read the transcriptions, they became 
increasingly aware of their own previous lack of sensitivity towards the blended family 
issue. Several stated they had never considered the unique issues faced by the blended 
family. Through discussion with this team, I was able to clarify my initial thoughts as 
well as sharpen my instrument questions. The research reflection team met with me nine 
times through the interviewing process but did not continue beyond the initial analysis.  
Profile of Participants 
 Each participant within the study is a member of a local church in the Elmore or 
Autauga County area or a pastor of a church within that same area. The makeup of each 
congregation is unique as this area has a high military concentration due to the proximity 
of Maxwell Air Force Base. As a result, many of the participants are not native to 
Alabama.  
In general, this two county area is a rural farm community transformed into a 
rapidly growing suburban area. It is in the middle of the “Bible Belt” region and tends to 
be more conservative in its theological stance as well as voting habits. By looking at the 
First View reports for the area from Percept Group Incorporated, the average age of this 
area, 33.1 years old, is slightly younger than the national average at 37 years old (“Study 
Area Definition: 36054”). As shown in Table 1.1 (p. 2), younger couples are statistically 
more likely to divorce, making the younger age of the community an important factor in 
the study. As a result, churches with younger demographics should expect more blended 
families. Again, from the First View report, 65 percent of the population is married, 
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compared to 57 percent nationally, but the number of divorced persons is equal to the 
national average at 16 percent. Considering the national divorce rate, and with such an 
overwhelming majority of married persons in the population, the assumption is that the 
majority of divorced persons within this community remarry.  
The Community 
To understand fully the context in which the narratives are being presented and 
received, an understanding of the community demographic is helpful. Table 4.1 shows 
information gained from demographic study of the participating areas. 
 
Table 4.1. Demographic Makeup of Participating Communities 
Category 36025 
Elmore 
36054 
Millbrook 
36066 
Prattville 
36092 
Wetumpka 
ational 
Average 
Average Annual 
household income 
$64, 185 $54, 648 $67,549 $49,339 $64, 816 
 
Marital 
status 
Single 34% 20% 18% 24% 27% 
Divorced 16% 15% 13% 21% 16% 
Married 51% 65% 69% 55% 57% 
Average age 34.6 33.1 36.0 36.8 37.0 
Population growth from 
2006 to 2011 
11% 20% 19% 5% 5% 
Greatest concern is 
family issues 
14% 13% 12% 14% 11% 
 
 
Faith 
involvement 
Not 
involved 
24% 26% 27% 22% 35% 
Somewhat 
involved 
30% 29% 29% 31% 30% 
Strongly 
involved 
46% 43% 42% 48% 35% 
Source: “Study Area Definition: 36054”; “Study Area Definition: 36025”; “Study Area Definition: 
36066”; “Study Area Definition: 36092.”  
 
 
 One drawback to the demographic data is that no category existed for remarried 
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couples within this data pool; however, this information provided valuable insight into 
the communities studied. First, marriage is overwhelmingly the predominant state for 
adults in this area. For persons experiencing divorce, looking at the majority of “happy” 
married couples in the community could provide feelings of guilt or shame due to the 
failure of their own marriages. This environment could also produce an expectation, 
perceived or real, to remarry quickly possibly not found in a more diverse environment.  
With the exception of the 36025 study area, the single/never married population is 
well-below the national average. The number of divorced persons, however, is at or 
above the national average, further asserting the need for this study. Another key issue is 
the number of persons citing “family issues” as their primary concern is above the 
national average in all sections of the study community. This concern would seem 
consistent with the divorce rate in the area.  
 Possibly the most key piece of evidence is that of faith involvement. The number 
of persons “strongly involved,” defined by Percept Demographics as persons contributing 
$500 or more to their local congregation per year, is impressively above the national 
average. Percept is using the idea that people invest in what is important to them. While 
this concept is true, it remains a very limited criterion. Donating to a local church without 
further involvement takes little effort; however, my personal experience within this area 
confirms the assertion. The couples interviewed for this study were all active within the 
congregational life, attending worship and Sunday school regularly. Several of them also 
held leadership positions within their local congregations. By comparison, those “not 
involved” are notably lower than the national average. My interpretation of the data is 
that the vast majority of the population is involved to some degree in a local church. As 
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such, the local church will have a great impact on the narrative these families hold for 
their lives. The local church has the opportunity to do great harm or good in establishing 
a narrative to help blended families navigate their lives.  
 In summary, the average person in the study community makes close to, or 
slightly below, the national income average, is married, is concerned about the health of 
his or her family and finds faith involvement to be very important. This person is more 
likely than not to be involved in a local congregation. With Alabama being part of the 
“Bible Belt,” this demographic seems to reflect the historic trend in the area. The impact 
of divorce is a part of this person’s life, either through personal experience or through 
that of friends, family, coworkers, or fellow church members.  
The Churches 
 Table 4.2 gives the characteristics of each church involved in the study. 
 
Table 4.2. Participating Church Characteristics 
Denomination / 
Affiliation 
Age of Church 
(years) 
Average Age of 
Congregation 
Average 
Attendance 
Percentage of 
Blended Families 
% 
Southern Baptist 96 36.3 248 31 
Southern Baptist 34 34.1 784 34 
Southern Baptist 120 34.6 693 29 
United Methodist 87 36.1 312 36 
United Methodist 164 34.4 836 28 
United Methodist 187 37.2 280 24 
Church of Christ 14 34.1 643 21 
Church of Christ 21 35.3 522 23 
Nazarene 19 33.8 468 32 
Nondenominational 3 32.6 208 36 
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The random sample provided an adequately broad theological spectrum. Because 
of the geographical context of this study being set in the South, the probability exists that 
all of the churches fall more on the “conservative” side of the theological spectrum in 
their view of divorce and remarriage. Were a similar study done in another geographic 
region, a different result might occur.  
 As shown in Table 4.1, the Elmore and Autauga County areas are growing much 
faster than the national average. Marty Roney notes, “Autauga and Elmore counties have 
been perennially listed in the Top Five fastest-growing counties in in the state for the past 
10 years” (B1). As a result, the communities tend to be younger than the national 
average. The churches reflect their community, both in terms of growth and age. All of 
the churches reported growth of at least 10 percent over the last five years. They also 
were all at or below the national age average and fit very closely to the average age of 
their community. Because the characteristics of the churches did not vary greatly from 
their community, the representative sample is likely to be a fitting reflection of the 
narratives held within the local area regarding divorce and remarriage.  
 The actual age of the church varied widely from three years to almost two 
hundred years. United by rapid growth and a wide demographic, the number of years the 
congregation had been in existence did not seem to play a factor in the results of the 
study. 
Race 
 Very few African-American churches within the potential population met the 
required criteria, and none appeared in the random selection. Each of the persons 
interviewed in this study are Caucasian. While I desired racial/ethnic diversity, the 
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present sample allowed me to draw conclusions about the narratives within the Caucasian 
blended families and churches. 
The Pastors 
 All participants were male and all were Caucasian. The ages of the pastors varied 
from 41 to 63, though I did not notice any appreciable difference in the responses because 
of age. All pastors had also only served within their current denomination. Table 4.3 
shows the other characteristics of the pastors interviewed as stated on the preinterview 
informational questionnaire (see Appendix B).  
 
Table 4.3. Characteristics of Pastors Interviewed 
 
Answers 
 
Years as 
Pastor 
Years at 
Current 
Church 
Years in 
Denomination 
Performed 
Remarriage? 
(=10) 
Perform 
Premarital 
Counseling? 
(=10) 
Blended 
Family 
Ministry? 
(=10) 
0-5 0 6 0    
5-15 6 3 6 
15+ 4 1 4 
Yes    10 10 0 
No 0 0 10 
Average 
Number of 
Sessions 
    0-2 6  
2-5 3 
6+ 1 
 
 
 The youngest tenure of any pastor was three years, and he was the founding 
pastor of his church. The average tenure was 4.7 years. I propose that a minimum of three 
years in the current ministry setting ensures each pastor’s impact upon the dominant 
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narrative of the local congregation. With three plus years of sermons, Bible studies, and 
general interaction with the congregation, the pastor holds influence in how the 
congregation perceives their church and their community and the narratives the 
congregation tells about the issues found within both.  
 None of the pastors interviewed were new to the ministry. The average number of 
years in ministry was 10.3. I found the pastors’ experience level to be a positive as each 
pastor had a clear sense of his personal narrative and was comfortable within that 
narrative. A pastor newly out of seminary might still be searching for his or her identity 
and would possibly not be as clear on the dominant narrative of life and ministry.  
 An obvious conclusion drawn from the informational questionnaire is a 
unanimous consent to remarriage, an interesting finding considering the overwhelming 
stance against divorce throughout Church history and official denominational 
documentation, such as the United Methodist Church’s Book of Discipline. The study 
examined the congruency of what each pastor stated about remarriage in their interview 
with the fact that each has performed a remarriage. By performing a remarriage, each 
pastor has given, at the very least, implied consent to the idea of remarriage.  
 Another positive aspect seen in the information questionnaire is that all of the 
pastors interviewed stated they performed premarital counseling, although only the 
Nazarene Church required pastors to perform premarital counseling. Interestingly, six of 
the ten pastors cited two as their normal number of sessions. I questioned in my own 
mind whether two sessions is adequate for dealing with the unique issues presented when 
preparing a future blended family for remarriage, and, unfortunately, the instrument did 
not delve into topics covered in the premarital sessions. Because I interviewed the pastors 
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first, upon seeing this data I added a question to the couple interview asking whether they 
thought the premarital counseling they received was adequate (see Appendix C). The 
overwhelming majority of the thirty couples, 87 percent (n=26), responded negatively.  
 Part of the reason I did not delve further into the premarital counseling is because 
the current pastor did not perform the premarital counseling and marriage ceremony for 
seventeen of the thirty blended families. Premarital data from these families referred to 
clergy who were not a part of this study. As a result, I cannot claim that the narratives 
received by these blended families in premarital counseling came from the same 
churches. Therefore, I tried to maintain a focus upon present narrative interactions rather 
than those that occurred during the premarital phase. This data also means that I cannot 
use the response of the couples to determine the effectiveness of the pastors within this 
sample in premarital counseling, but the data does provide a sweeping generality that the 
couples felt unprepared going into marriage.  
 A final important clue comes from the fact that none of the ten pastors 
interviewed claimed to have a ministry targeting blended families. None of the pastors 
had current plans to begin a blended family ministry. This data guided my interview 
questions, as I wanted to find out whether or not the pastors believe the church is meeting 
the needs of blended families without a blended family ministry.  
 In summary, the pastors, at the minimum, have given implied consent to 
remarriage by performing wedding ceremonies for those previously married and 
divorced. They are experienced pastors who have established themselves both in their 
ministry and within their local congregations. They believe in at least minimal premarital 
counseling, though the effectiveness of that counseling cannot be completely determined 
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as the pastors of this study did not provide the premarital counseling for all of the couples 
involved. 
The Couples  
 Each couple contained at least one person who had been previously married and 
divorced. The couple did not have to have children in order to participate in this study. 
Certainly, having children plays a role in how the narrative of the couple is lived, but 
understanding the exchange of narrative between couple and local church did not require 
that children be present in the relationship. As noted previously, the race of each couple 
was unanimously Caucasian. Table 4.4 gives the characteristics of the couples as found in 
the informational questionnaire given to each couple prior to the interview (see Appendix 
A).  
 
Table 4.4. Characteristics of Couples Interviewed 
Answers Years 
Married 
(=30) 
umber of 
Children 
(=30) 
Years since 
Divorce 
(=60) 
Years 
Attending 
Current 
Church 
(=30) 
0-2 3  6 6 
3-6 16 28 17 
7-10 7 17 6 
11+ 4 9 1 
 
Resident 
Children 
0  7   
1-3 20 
4+ 3 
 
Nonresident 
Children 
0  7   
1-3 22 
4+ 1 
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I gleaned several important pieces of data from this informational questionnaire. 
First, all but two of the thirty families had children, either resident or nonresident. 
Children influence how a family receives and interprets a narrative. They also influence 
the degree to which a family may be involved in the local church, as discussed in Chapter 
1, which then influences the frequency with which the family engages the narratives. A 
couple with no children may notice very little difference in how they interact with their 
congregation. A couple with children, especially nonresident, will have many more issues 
within the congregation, such as how to handle holidays.  
Second, the large majority of the couples interviewed remarried more than two 
years ago. “Who they are” as a blended family is colored by the number of years of their 
remarriage. With the majority being two or more years into the remarriage, I believe 
enough time had passed to allow the blended family to have a sense of their identity as a 
family.   
Twenty-four of the thirty couples attended their current church more than two 
years. Similar to the information gained from the pastors, I propose the couple’s narrative 
has had sufficient time to develop within the church context as well. The interviews 
confirmed these couples have a better understanding of what they believe about 
themselves and their church and what they believe their church thinks about them. A 
couple still in the crisis mode of divorce and quick remarriage has not had time to sort out 
their narrative. Similarly, a couple newly arrived at a local congregation might still be in 
the honeymoon stage and might not have had time to explore how the congregation 
responds to the needs of blended families. I did not explicitly explore the effect of length 
of remarriage in this study, but I mention it because I believe it has some bearing on the 
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level of insight the blended families’ answers were able to provide. I discuss this idea 
further in Chapter 5.  
Research Question 1 Analysis 
 The nature of Research Question 1 was to explore the narratives given by the 
church, the narrative received by the blended families within that local church, and how 
those two narratives interacted. The instruments used to explore these narratives were the 
couple face-to-face interview (see Appendix C) and the pastor face-to-face interview (see 
Appendix D). I relied somewhat upon my field research notes, mostly for relating facial 
expressions and tone of voice to the comments. While the field notes provided some extra 
content, mostly they confirmed what I was extracting from the data. I found the written 
documents explored in Chapter 2 to be quite helpful in making sense of the data gained 
through the interviews. These documents provided me a framework from which to begin 
my analysis as well as an understanding of the narrative foundations from which the 
pastors were drawing. The interview questions sought to draw out the narrative told, 
consciously and subconsciously, by each party. By comparing and contrasting how these 
narratives interacted with each other, levels of congruency and disconnect between the 
narrative of the local church and that held by the couple became apparent.  
 Six major themes emerged from the pastor interviews. After each theme, I note 
the number of interviewed pastors (N=10) who fit that theme (n=?). The theme discussed 
most in-depth by the pastors was “remarriage is not the normal state” (n=10). Other 
themes were, “divorced persons are spiritually damaged” (n=10), “blended families are 
not to be considered separate from other families” (n=10), “confusion on ministry to 
blended families” (n=10), “views of blended families are changing” (n=8), and “grace 
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needs to be extended to blended families” (n=10). Due to the number of themes fit by all 
ten pastors, a high level of congruency exists in the narrative presented by local churches 
to blended families in this community. In order to answer the research question, I looked 
for evidence that the blended families received these narratives and interacted with them, 
or if they were strictly within the minds of the clergy. I looked for similar wording and/or 
concepts between clergy and blended families in the interviews as well as reliance upon 
my field notes for the emotional response of the blended families in discussing church 
narratives.  
Remarriage ot ormal 
The prevailing theme among all the pastors was that remarriage is not the normal 
state for Christians. When asked about whether he and his church were supportive of 
blended families, one United Methodist pastor agreed that remarried families are not the 
norm: 
I haven’t heard voices from within the church that were promoting single 
parent families or anything less than two parents. Now, we’ve got them. 
And, we’ve got those who will say that divorce just had to be for whatever 
reason, but if they had their rathers they would like to have been in a 
regular husband, wife, children situation. 
 
The story told at this church is that “normal” means husband, wife, and children where no 
separation has ever occurred. While this statement is just one piece of the puzzle, the 
couples from this church seemed to support this assertion. One of the husbands said, “It’s 
the ‘All-American’ church. Mom, dad, 2.4 kids, the dog, cat, and apple pie. We just don’t 
fit that.” Another husband within that congregation said, “We’re a very traditional 
church, so my family situation isn’t exactly held up as the ideal.” By using the word 
“regular,” this pastor has implied that he has heard from within his church that blended 
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families are “irregular.” He is not alone. A Baptist pastor affirmed this same theme by 
saying, “A family is traditionally made up of a husband, wife, children, and other 
extended family members.” When I pressed him on this definition, he clarified that he 
meant first marriage family as the “traditional” model.  
 All of the pastors made a statement similar to the ones above. They readily 
admitted that blended families are, indeed, a legitimate family, but always couched that 
admission within the context that blended families are not the norm. A Church of Christ 
pastor agreed that the blended family could exist happily though their marriage exists as a 
result of brokenness: 
Sure, I accept blended families as a family. They live together as a unit, 
they love each other, and each one is deeply invested in the lives of the 
others. However, because this relationship comes as a result of 
brokenness, it is not God’s ideal. I don’t mean God’s against this family, 
just that this situation is not the ideal.  
 
The narrative told by these churches implies, though never specifically states, that while 
blended families are legitimate, they are “second-class” families. The idea of “legitimate, 
but not normal” creates a rather confusing narrative. I do not believe the clergy wished to 
present such a message, but this attitude is formed from their desire to promote what they 
consider as God’s ideal.  
A high level of congruency exists between this largely unspoken narrative and the 
perception of the blended families. Though no pastor in the study said, or, I believe, has 
ever said, that blended families are second-class families, the message comes across 
clearly. Twenty-eight of the thirty couples expressed some feeling of not being equal with 
what most called “traditional” families. One Baptist husband acknowledged frustration at 
the perceived overlooking of blended families by his church: 
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Our pastor likes to bring different people and families up during his 
sermon to tell their stories or serve as examples. I’ve never seen a blended 
family brought up as an example. I’ve never seen a blended family tell 
their story of how God has allowed them a second chance. When families 
are discussed, it’s always the traditional mom, dad, and kids with no 
divorce.  
 
Because of this feeling of being second-class, the husband admitted he had a hard time 
being involved in church. The wives seemed less bothered by the perception but had 
similar feelings. A Nazarene wife said, “We know we’re different from the ‘normal’ 
families, but we also know God loves us just as much. Just because I was divorced, I’m 
not going to stay away from church.”  
 Several aspects of the “not normal” status of blended families emerged from the 
unique needs of blended families (“Statistics”). Scheduling played a large part in the 
pastors’ perception. Seven of ten pastors reported frustration at the time constraints of 
blended families. The nondenominational pastor said, “I want this guy as a Sunday 
school teacher, but he only wants to teach when his kid isn’t visiting, so every other 
weekend.” A Baptist pastor reported, “I’d love to have … [name deleted] in our praise 
band, but we practice on Saturdays, and the weekends he has his kids he won’t show up.” 
Many of the thirty couples (n=21) also expressed frustration at the scheduling issues. A 
Church of Christ wife said, “I feel like we live two different lives. It’s hard to keep track 
of which schedule we’re on.”  
 Another aspect of the “not normal” feeling came not from the pastors but from the 
blended families. This aspect revolved around financial issues. A Methodist husband 
stated, “Every year we have a pledge campaign telling us to tithe, but how can I when 
such a huge chunk already comes out of my check for alimony and child support?” A 
Nazarene wife said, “We barely make ends meet. We feel so bad not being able to give as 
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much to the church as we’d like.” A Baptist wife lamented, “We basically live on my 
salary because … [his name deleted] is gone before we get it. We’re not rich like some 
folks think.” Several of the thirty couples (n=18) claimed some sense of financial 
frustration within the church. None of the pastors made a mention of this aspect.  
 One final aspect arose from the lack of resources issue (“Statistics”). A Church of 
Christ wife said, “They offer marriage classes at our church, but it’s filled with young 
twenty-somethings just getting started. They can’t relate to us.” A Methodist pastor said, 
“Where do I put these folks? Not in the young marrieds. Not in the singles. Not in the 
divorcees. I just don’t know what to do with them.” This last statement also relates to a 
later narrative of confusion, but it illustrates the difficulty in finding blended families 
proper resources for their family growth. Astonishingly, 83 percent (N=30) of the couples 
made some mention of not knowing where to find the resources they felt they needed to 
succeed as a family.  
Deal sums up this narrative well when he says, “Socially, divorced and remarried 
persons often don’t fit in a church culture of traditional marriage.” Clergy seem aware of 
this narrative but only reluctantly speak of it openly, while blended families recognize it 
and feel resignation, anger, and/or shame as a result.  
Spiritually Damaged Persons 
 A second theme, which goes along with the first, is “divorced persons are 
spiritually damaged.” I need to make clear that I am not talking about psychological 
damage when I refer to “damaged.” Eight of the ten pastors did mention the need for 
divorce recovery classes and counseling, so some perception of psychological damage 
existed. The pastors mostly glossed over such thoughts in the discussions. The real focus 
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was upon spiritual damage caused by the sin of divorce.  
This second narrative arises from the theological perception of divorce as sin. The 
pastors are not out of line in their thinking. From the review of literature in Chapter 2, 
many biblical scholars affirm that the idea of divorce being a sin is predominant 
throughout the Scripture. Sweet, McLaren, and Haselmayer remind the reader that all 
theology develops from the metanarrative of the church, not out of thin air (206). A 
Nazarene pastor affirms this idea: 
Anything that goes against the will of God is a sin, and divorce is plainly 
that. Jesus takes a strong stance against divorce, Moses takes a strong 
stance against divorce, and Paul does, too. There’s just no way to say that 
divorce is anything but a sin from a biblical point of view. 
 
This pastor did not appeal to himself to determine that divorce is sinful, but to the several 
thousand-year-old narrative of the Church as expressed in both the Old and New 
Testaments. The other pastors were also in line with the biblical concept of divorce as 
sin, but several were reticent to admit it. A Methodist pastor, using a fictional example, 
wanted to make clear that he did not view divorce any differently than any other sin: 
Eddie is standing beside me and Eddie is divorced and in his life sin was 
expressed in a divorce. In my life sin was expressed in, for a long time, in 
bigotry. The acknowledging of being a sinner, and in being a sinner that 
we do some real tragic things, is more what I would want to talk about 
than naming divorce as a sin. 
 
While trying to soften the narrative, slightly, the admission is still present that divorce is 
a sin. As the nondenominational pastor said, “All sin leaves damage.” None of the pastors 
saw this admission as a negative. They preferred to view calling divorce a sin more as a 
call to healing than a condemnation of the couple involved. A Baptist pastor said, 
“Divorce is a sin.  It is not God’s ideal, but he wishes for healing and reconciliation of 
relationships.” Another Baptist pastor affirmed this idea as well:  
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Sure, divorce is a sin, but Paul says in Galatians that the purpose of the 
Law is to show us our need for Grace. I call divorce a sin because it is. 
When the couple admits that and turns to God, then the healing process 
can begin.  
 
Even placed into the context of a call to healing, the admission of sin and the need for 
healing tells the story of spiritual damage. Each pastor admitted feeling hesitant to 
perform remarriages due to the damage they see already inflicted in the lives of the 
participants. One Baptist pastor admitted struggling with the issue of  performing 
remarriages:  
I have married divorce people but it is very unsettling to me to do so.  
Marriage is so sacred and after seeing so many people repeat their vows to 
each other it hurts when I know these people probably said their vows 
sincerely and with the intent of keeping them.  Then when they break them 
and move on there is so much hurt.  It is like a death.  Most carry scars all 
their lives.  While I perform remarriages it not the easiest thing to do. 
 
Other pastors expressed similar feelings of hesitancy when asked about performing 
remarriages. Each admitted to struggling with whether or not to perform that remarriage. 
A Methodist pastor affirmed the difficulty of performing remarriages:  
I hold marriage in the highest regard and believe that the covenant should 
be entered into with a high level of preparation and an extreme level of 
commitment. Though I perform marriages for those who have been 
divorced, I do not readily agree to perform every marriage that I am asked 
to do—even first marriages.  
 
I followed up with how each pastor resolves this struggle. Nine of the ten pastors 
mentioned prayer. Four of the pastors said the decision often comes down to “a gut 
feeling.” Only one mentioned the outcome of premarital counseling as the determining 
factor in resolving the struggle.  
 The response of the couples again indicated a strong congruency with the 
narrative sent and received. The interpretation of that narrative, however, diverged 
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between clergy and couple. While the couple clearly heard the pastor’s statement that 
divorce creates damaged persons through sin, twenty-four of the thirty couples 
experienced this narrative as a negative while nine out of ten pastors viewed this 
admission as a positive call to redemption and healing. One Church of Christ wife said 
every time she heard her pastor talking about the sin of divorce, “it’s like a bright 
spotlight is being placed right on me.” A Baptist husband experienced similar feelings of 
frustration: 
I don’t think people are aware of what they are saying. To them divorce is 
just a bad thing, so it should be used as an example of something to avoid. 
The problem is that in sermons, in Bible study, in Sunday school and 
everywhere I’m constantly hearing divorce put in the same sentences as 
adultery, abuse, and drugs. I didn’t commit adultery. I’m not an evil 
person. I just had a bad relationship. Now, when I know a marriage series 
is being done at church, I just stay home.  
 
The dissenting pastor in the group acknowledged the effect of constantly bringing up 
divorce as a sin: 
I believe that, while we’ve made progress, there is still that sense that if 
you’re a divorced person … a big “F” for failure has been written on 
you,… written on your back. The person who is divorced, I think, 
struggles with that maybe more than the people around them. 
 
This pastor has properly named the tension arising from this narrative. The pastors feel 
strongly that the Scripture supports them in naming divorce as a sin. Many of them 
expressed repeatedly their view of marriage as one of the most sacred covenants on earth. 
As a result, they believe their responsibility is to proclaim divorce as being outside of 
God’s will. Only one of the ten pastors, a Southern Baptist, made a distinction as to who 
might have been “responsible” for the end of the marriage based upon grounds for 
divorce that most conservative theologies endorse.  
 Regardless of the intention of the pastors, to the couple this narrative is a repeated 
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condemnation of them, personally. I believe, due to years of observation, people listening 
to sermons take the message personally. Seminary training taught me to preach for a 
response, and I assume most pastors had similar training, especially those from 
evangelical denominations. As a result, pastors train their congregation to respond 
personally. I have heard, and have said, from the pulpit, “What is God saying to you 
today through this message.” Many times after church, I have had parishioners say to me, 
“I felt like you were preaching only to me.” The blended family, who is trying to recover 
from their past divorce, echoes a similar feeling. The pastor probably does not have a 
specific family in mind when preaching on divorce, nor is he or she intending to condemn 
those in the congregation who are divorced, but the personal nature of the sermon creates 
feelings of guilt and shame within the blended family. The blended family wants 
recognition that not all divorces are equal. A Methodist wife said, “We are comforted 
because neither of us wanted a divorce in our previous marriages and did all within our 
power to prevent it.” To this couple, trying to prevent the divorce absolved them of the 
guilt normally attached to divorced persons. The theme of rationalizing divorce emerged 
in the discussion of several couples. Even here, however, the implication is that if they 
had been responsible for the divorce they would be right in feeling guilt and shame. 
Many of the blended families interviewed tried to rewrite the narrative of divorce 
creating spiritually damaged persons to make their own situation seem different. They 
agreed that divorce in general is a sin, which leaves scars, but wanted a chance to show 
how their story was different. I sensed very little acknowledgement of this difference in 
the response of the pastors.  
 Getting below the surface of this need to be the exception, most couples seemed 
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to have a fear of rejection by the congregation. A Baptist wife said the first church she 
went to following her divorce treated her “as if I had some sort of divorce disease and 
that if I stayed at their church they might catch it.” A Church of Christ husband reported, 
“Someone came up to me after worship and just suggested I would be happier at another 
church.” Because of this statement, this man reported that he dropped out of that church 
and only later made the decision with his new wife to return to church, landing in his 
current congregation. A Methodist husband said, “I felt like they pitied me, but they 
didn’t know how to help me so they just wanted me to go away. Then they wouldn’t have 
to think about me any more.” In each of these cases, the blended family has received the 
message that they have been messed up beyond the grace of this congregation, and, 
therefore, beyond the grace of God. Many of them openly admitted much of the reason 
they are so reactionary to divorce used as an example of a sin in sermons comes from 
these previous experiences. They already feel branded and so, while the pastor may be 
telling the narrative of God’s intention for marriage, they hear the sermon as the church’s 
(and God’s) condemnation of them.  
 Perhaps the place where the narrative of divorced persons as “damaged” was most 
apparent was in the area of leadership. Seven of nine Baptist couples, all six Church of 
Christ couples, the three Nazarene and nondenominational couples, and two of the nine 
United Methodist couples thought their status as previously divorced and remarried 
worked against them in obtaining leadership roles within the church. The pastors within 
the denominations where the couples expressed the idea they were not as welcome in 
leadership affirmed these thoughts. One Baptist pastor admitted to holding stricter 
standards for previously divorced persons: 
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There was a time when I became pastor where there was a very lax feeling 
about divorce. They had numerous divorced men serving as deacons. I 
emphasized the high standard of men to be considered as deacons and 
eventually there very few of these men reelected as deacons. While 
theologically I’m not opposed to considering a man who has been 
divorced as a deacon I believe it should be on biblical grounds for 
adultery. Others variations from this have to be carefully looked at. 
 
While not denying remarried persons a place in leadership, by giving them much closer 
scrutiny than others, the narrative is reaffirmed that a person who has been through 
divorce, even if happily remarried, is not equal to a non-divorced person. A Baptist 
husband said, “I feel like the church looks at me for a leadership position the same way a 
bank looks at a person applying for a loan who has been through bankruptcy.” I thought 
that was the perfect metaphor for the dynamics described by these couples. If part of the 
church’s narrative is that persons previously divorced cannot hold a leadership position, 
or are allowed in leadership under much stricter standards than non-divorced persons, the 
blended family receives the narrative, intentionally or inadvertently, that they are not 
welcome in the congregation. Forgiveness of the sin of divorce is possible, but forgetting 
this particular sin is not possible for the church, no matter how solid the remarriage 
happens to be, or what growth took place within individuals following their divorce. 
Blended Families as Equals  
 Perhaps no greater difference appeared between the narrative told by the church 
and that received by the family than in the instance of “blended families are not to be 
considered separate from other families.” For the pastors, this story was one of inclusion 
and grace. For the couples it was a story of apathy or uncaring. The result was a clear 
case of a narrative used with unintentional results. 
  The pastors believed blended families wanted to blend in with the “regular” 
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families. As a result, they did not see the need to try to target the blended family 
population with specific ministries. A Methodist pastor thought the most effective way to 
minister to blended families was to treat them like everyone else: 
I think the most effective thing we do is that there is no place in the life of 
this congregation that a blended family is not welcome, wanted, given full 
right to participate, holding leadership positions, serving in the worship 
services,… whatever. The stigma is still there at times in peoples’ lives, 
but the church as a whole doesn’t look at blended families and require 
something of them that we don’t require of somebody else. 
 
The nondenominational pastor asked, “Why would I point out their differences more by 
targeting them as a sub-group? They’re trying to get on with their lives.” This feeling was 
predominant among all the pastors, but because none of the ten pastors had personally 
been divorced and remarried, and all admitted they had not specifically asked the blended 
families about their feelings regarding this situation, their ideas were mere speculation 
upon their part. All ten pastors believed their congregations were supportive of blended 
families, but none of the ten churches had a specific blended family ministry, nor any 
plans to start one, even though the percentage of blended families within each 
congregation exceeded 20 percent at a minimum, and 30 percent in five of the ten 
churches. The pastors unanimously thought this approach was the most helpful one for 
blended families. A Methodist pastor said, “When people come to us, we don’t ask them 
whether they’re a blended family or not a blended family, which I think is the right way.” 
 The way the couples interpreted this narrative was quite different. Twenty-six of 
the thirty couples thought their church did not do enough to minister to the needs of 
blended families. Twenty-nine of the couples could not relate a story in which their 
congregation had truly met their needs as a blended family. A Nazarene wife summed up 
the feelings of the majority of the couples by saying, “I think our church would like to be 
Perry 100 
 
 
supportive of blended families, but they’re ignorant about what our true needs are. And 
no one asks.” A Methodist husband was not quite as positive: “I don’t think they really 
care about our specific needs. They don’t ask. They don’t take us into consideration.”  
 The special days of the church—Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Christmas, 
Easter—also help in telling this narrative. Blended families were quick to admit these 
days were hard for them. A Baptist husband said, “I avoid church on Father’s Day. It’s 
too hard to be there seeing the fathers recognized when my own kids aren’t here.” 
Twenty-one of the couples stated that Christmas Eve was an extremely hard time for 
them to manage. Eight of the ten pastors admitted not considering this unique situation 
very often. A Methodist pastor responded, “When we plan an event is one of the puzzle 
parts on the table looking at how we can best meet blended families in that situation? I’m 
sad to say that, no, that’s not really a puzzle part.” A couple of the pastors stated they try 
to publicize events far enough in advance to allow blended families to plan, but in the 
actual event planning blended families were not taken into consideration. 
 Blended families have recognized, and incorporated into their own narrative, that 
they are different. For them, not recognizing the differences means not caring. The 
pastors, on the other hand, believe they are doing the most caring thing by not pointing 
out the differences. They are trying to tell the story of inclusiveness. Having these two 
incongruent narratives within the church creates tension in the lives of the blended 
family. The pastors did not sense a problem, but the blended families seemed to have a 
real issue with this narrative.  
Confusion on How to Minister to Blended Families 
 Perhaps the theme of total confusion on how to minister to blended families 
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explains much of the tension created by the previous narrative. Pastors were unanimously 
quick to answer “yes” when I asked if they believed that their churches were supportive 
of blended families; however, when I asked the follow-up questions of “how,” I noted in 
my research journal that I often encountered blank stares and long periods of silence. 
Five of the pastors mentioned a divorce recovery program, but none of the pastors could 
name any specific way their congregations meet the needs of blended families other than 
by trying to accept them. Upon hearing the question, “How does your church effectively 
meet the needs of blended families?” a Church of Christ pastor bluntly replied, “Not very 
well.” A United Methodist pastor had similar thoughts:  
You asked me what most effectively we were doing to minister to them, 
particularly, and I don’t know what we’re doing. We’re not doing a lot of 
particular things, and I don’t know that the United Methodist Church is 
doing a lot of particular things. I’m not aware of anything we’ve done. 
 
The blank stares and silence I recorded in my field journal summed up the narrative more 
than words.  
By their words, these pastors seemed genuinely to want to minister to the needs of 
blended families but felt confused as to how to accomplish that task. A Nazarene pastor, 
after several silent moments, finally said to me, “I’m trying to explain to the blended 
families how they can receive healing and grace. When I say, ‘explain,’ I guess a better 
term is how do you tell that story? What image do you give?” Following the conclusion 
of the formal interview, several of the pastors openly admitted to a blank mind when I 
asked them the question. One Baptist pastor admitted, “I guess because I care about them 
I assumed I was ministering to them, but I can’t think of a specific way I actually have.” 
 The blended families did not notice this narrative of confusion at all. Their 
annoyance, anger, frustration, and other feelings at not having their needs addressed 
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never translated into the idea that their pastor did not understand how to minister to them. 
For the blended family, this theme and the previous were the same. They thought the 
church as a whole might be ignorant of their needs but seemed to believe the pastor 
should know how to minister to them. A nondenominational wife said, “Well, our pastor 
has been to seminary. He’s had training in this, right?”  
 The noncongruence of this narrative explains much of the tension that exists 
between local churches and blended families. Both sides seemed to assume the other 
understood how they felt. Neither side actually asked the other about what was going on. 
The blended families assumed the pastor knew what he needed to do. The pastors wanted 
to support the blended families but never asked how they could best accomplish that 
mission.   
Changing Views 
 Eight of the ten pastors stated their views on blended families had changed over 
the course of their ministry. Only one United Methodist and the nondenominational 
pastor felt the same professionally and theologically as at the beginning of their ministry. 
The nondenominational pastor had been in ministry five years, and the Methodist pastor 
twelve. While the nondenominational pastor cited his lack of a concrete position on the 
narrative of divorce and remarriage for his lack of change, the United Methodist pastor 
said, “I’ve read the Bible. I know what it says. I don’t see any reason to change unless the 
Bible does.”  
Of those who had admitted to change, seven of them spoke to becoming more 
open to, and tolerant of, blended families while the last became stricter in his views. A 
Baptist pastor admitted, “My commitment to helping people from start to finish to 
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experience a great marriage has grown significantly. My stances on divorce and 
remarriage have softened significantly.” When I pressed each pastor about why his view 
had changed, I discovered a wide variety of reasons. Some admitted the influence of 
culture had swayed them. Some viewed this change as simply part of their journey as a 
Christian, pastor, and person. A United Methodist pastor, however, gave the one reason 
that seemed unanimous—personal experience: 
My youngest daughter recently divorced. That’s brought on a whole new 
perspective for me. I have found myself responding to some degree out of 
those age-old understandings. Finding myself almost looking at her as a 
second-class citizen. God have mercy on my soul! At times, not feeling 
like I wanted to extend the grace to her. Coming to the place to realize that 
each day that I relate to her … is a way I can relate to her God’s love, 
God’s forgiveness. 
 
Each pastor who admitted to a change in view towards divorce and remarriage told a 
story of a personal encounter with a blended family that precipitated part of that change. 
Even the one pastor who claimed to have become stricter said, “My view changed 
because I saw in these blended families a consumerist mentality towards marriage. I 
decided I was not doing enough to uphold the seriousness of the marriage covenant.” 
This pastor seemed to be reacting against what he perceived as the cultural restructuring 
of the marital narrative. This restructuring of the narrative is a struggle for many pastors 
(Pasquarello, Personal interview).   
This personal experience shows how the narrative of the blended family has 
influenced the pastor. Seven times the impact was to soften towards divorce and 
remarriage and once to resolve to uphold a tighter standard. Regardless of outcome, the 
narrative of the blended family joined with, and informed, the narrative of the pastor. The 
joining of pastor and family narrative fits well with Pasquarello’s idea of narrative: each 
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church invites each person to join God’s story while bringing their individual story along 
(Personal interview). The idea is to exchange narratives rather than one dominating the 
other.   
As in the previous theme, the blended families interviewed showed no awareness 
of this narrative. The instrument design did not explore whether or not they believed their 
pastor’s position had changed over time, and none of the couples raised this issue on their 
own. Regardless of awareness, in this instance the blended family narrative influenced 
the church narrative rather than the other way around.  
Extending Grace 
 The final theme discovered through the interviews was that of “grace needs to be 
extended to blended families.” Grace, defined as giving that which is undeserved, which, 
in this case, is God’s unconditional love and forgiveness, is a massive piece of the 
Christian metanarrative. Finding this theme within the narrative of the pastors is quite 
fitting. The pastors wanted the blended families to know they are welcome within the 
congregation and were eager to do all they could to ensure the success of the blended 
family. A Baptist pastor stated his thoughts: 
I have great concern for the couple and their future especially in regards to 
dealing with their former spouses, dealing with step-children, the 
emotional baggage they are carrying, and whether they have experienced 
personal growth which would eliminate certain contributions they made to 
the demise of their first marriage. 
 
The concern for the well-being of the blended family was evident in every interview. 
Though each reacted somewhat differently, every pastor was aware of the changing 
American landscape. The cultural narrative downplays the marital covenant, which 
means the divorce rate will continue to stay steady, or even rise. As a result, the pastors 
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understand that blended families will be a large part of their congregation for the rest of 
their ministry, regardless of where they serve, and they wish to make an impact upon 
those families. A Methodist pastor expressed his desire to reach blended families: 
But, for this church and the general Church, we also recognize that a 
person can work through that divorce, the forgiveness, the pain of it, the 
wounds can become scars, and then there comes a day that they can again 
risk love and many of them find happiness. This church celebrates that.  
 
The other pastors told similar stories. They recognized that divorce happens, some more 
grudgingly than others, but they also realize God can bring healing in the lives of these 
families, and they are anxious to share that grace and healing. Deal says the first step in 
helping a blended family connect within a church is to help them “to discover a 
redemptive God who loves, forgives, and provides strength and direction for their 
journey.” 
 Most of the couples understood this outpouring of grace. While many reported 
negative experiences following their divorce in previous churches, many of the couples 
told very positive stories about their present congregation. The determining factor in 
being in their current congregation was a feeling of openness and grace, overcoming their 
previous fear or experience of rejection. One Nazarene husband said, “Ministry to 
stepfamilies is not about condoning divorce or lowering God’s standard for marriage. It’s 
just about helping us make the most of this second chance.” A Baptist wife said, “I know 
I messed up with my divorce, but my church doesn’t treat me like it was the unforgivable 
sin.” A Church of Christ wife confessed, “After my divorce I never thought I’d go to 
church again, but when I remarried we decided it was important for the kids. Our church 
didn’t make us feel like lepers, but like people.”  
As each story unfolded, the congruency of the narratives was apparent. The 
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pastors wished to share grace and the majority of these couples reported receiving that 
grace. Because of the welcome and grace shown, each couple believed they were able to 
join their story with the church’s story once more.   
Summary of Research Question 1 
 Many of the pastors felt inadequate to meet the needs of blended families and did 
not even know where to begin. Many of the families agreed their specific needs as 
blended families went unmet or unnoticed; however, they were willing to overlook their 
churches’ lack of specific ministry for blended families because of the narrative of grace. 
These families were looking for a place of connection, where their story could join with 
God’s metanarrative. Each of these local congregations had provided that place of input. 
Nevertheless, tension existed between the narrative of grace and the narrative of different 
leadership standards, both perceived by the blended families and admitted by the pastors.  
The blended families struggled to reconcile how total forgiveness coexists with a 
different standard of judgment. The only resolution in the mind of the blended families 
was that forgiveness does exist, but does not completely remove the spiritual damage or 
“stain of divorce” as a nondenominational wife said.  
 The greatest place of conflict was in the pastors’ narrative of treating the blended 
families as all others while the blended families wanted their special needs recognized. 
While willing to accept this problem, the blended families still craved acknowledgment 
of their unique situation. They heard the narrative that their situation was not the 
“normal” situation, so they wanted ministries to help them through their differences. 
Even the narrative of divorced persons as damaged did not bother the blended families as 
much as this issue.  
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 On three of the narratives, the church and the blended families sent and received 
narratives with perfect clarity. While each side might struggle with the nuances, the 
general story connected. On two incongruent narratives—changing views and 
confusion—both pastor and family seemed unaware of the narrative the other was trying 
to tell. Rather than simply a misunderstanding, a total lack of recognition of the other’s 
narrative existed between pastor and family. On the third incongruence—blended 
families should be treated equal—each side misinterpreted the narrative of the other. 
With only 50 percent congruency, each church still has some work to do in making sure 
its message is clear.  
Research Question 2 Analysis 
 The nature of Research Question 2 was to discover how blended families respond 
to the narratives they receive in a church setting. Because I performed the pastoral 
interviews first, I used my initial analysis and field notes to tweak the instrument slightly. 
Up to that point, the instrument emerged from my speculation, personal experience, and 
research of written documents. For the most part, the instrument stayed the same, but I 
added questions on the effectiveness of premarital counseling, on whether the couples 
had mentioned any of their needs/ideas to their pastor or another staff person, and about 
the ability to serve within the local congregation to address specific themes I noticed in 
the initial analysis of the pastor interviews.  
A variety of specific reactions were found, but the general reactions fell into four 
themes as shown in Table 4.5. Interestingly, many of the couples made appropriate 
statements of response for all four categories. 
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Table 4.5. Reaction to the Church arrative 
 Positive 
% 
egative 
% 
Cautious 
% 
Confused 
% 
Husbands 
 
(N=30) 
 
77 
 
(n=23) 
37 
  
(n=11) 
47 
 
(n=14) 
90 
 
(n=27) 
Wives 
 
(N=30) 
87 
 
(n=26) 
30 
 
(n=9) 
73 
 
(n=22) 
93 
 
(n=28) 
 
 
The wide spectrum of responses led me to believe that “confused” was the best 
overall response. The blended families received conflicting messages and, while many 
felt positive about their current church, these families did not know how to respond to the 
narrative of the church. They enjoyed their friends within the church but were also 
concerned about how the church perceived them as a previously divorced now remarried 
family.  
Positive Responses  
The majority of both husbands and wives reported positive feelings towards their 
churches. These positive responses ranged from enjoyment of the worship services to 
close friends to feelings of welcome. One of the initial concerns of this study was the 
impact of the church’s narrative on the children. All of the couples with children (N=23) 
who made positive comments about their local congregations mentioned the church 
embracing their children as a primary reason. A Baptist wife said, “My sons are with us 
every other weekend, but their Sunday school teacher treats them like the other kids 
while also making sure to tell them they’re missed when they’re gone.” A Church of 
Christ wife had similar feelings: “They make my kids feel ‘normal’ and not like a freak 
because they go back and forth between two homes.” In this case, the couples reacted 
Perry 109 
 
 
positively to the narrative of not treating blended families differently. While they seemed 
disgruntled about this narrative when applied to the family as a whole, and specifically to 
them as a couple, the feelings of normalcy provided to the children made a large 
difference in the couples’ perception of the church. In large part, the families seem to be 
reacting against the narrative that blended families are not “normal.” The couple realizes 
this fact but do not want their children to sense it.   
Others with positive feelings centered on their churches’ handling of the 
“divorced persons are damaged” narrative. The couples who indicated the greatest 
satisfaction with their current congregations mentioned the grace shown to them by those 
congregations. A Methodist husband reported, “Jesus said we must forgive others and not 
judge others.  Churches that do that are following God’s will.” A Baptist husband said, “I 
have never been in a position to where I felt shunned by my church because of divorce.” 
He added, however, “I would probably say that my situation was easier because it was 
not my decision to divorce,” indicating his lack of assuredness that the church’s reaction 
towards him would have been as positive had he been involved in a mutual divorce or 
one in which he instigated the divorce.   
Through the stories told by the couples, I observed those reporting strong positive 
feelings towards the narrative their churches told about blended families were heavily 
involved within these local congregations, even serving as leaders in some instances. 
Because they believed their churches told a story of a “second-chance” for their families, 
the blended families with positive feelings seemed very committed to their local 
congregations and more likely to want to bring in other families in a similar situation.  
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egative Responses 
 The driving factor for the blended families reporting negative feelings towards 
their local congregations, again, centered upon the churches’ handling of the “divorced 
persons are damaged” narrative. While only approximately one-third of the couples 
indicated negative feelings towards their current congregations, many of the thirty 
couples (n=19) spoke of their experience within a previous congregation and how this 
narrative had played a large factor in leaving that church. A Methodist husband told of 
the pain caused by the damage narrative: 
 When we remarried we were looked at like damaged goods. The pastor 
quoted Malachi to us and told us how much God hated divorce. He said 
until we repented of our divorce and gave our lives back to God we were 
continuing to live under God’s judgment. We couldn’t stay in that 
situation. 
 
A nondenominational wife said, “I guess my church didn’t have room for people who 
needed healing and guidance. We weren’t perfect so they just hoped we’d go away.” The 
tone of voice and facial expressions from both of these examples indicated very real pain 
still existed from their previous experience. The church had told them the story that they 
did not fit in. Upon hearing that story, they left for different congregations.  
 Among the total number of husbands and wives (N=30 husbands; N=30 wives), 
the number reporting negative feelings (n=11 husbands; n=9 wives) was close, but 
slightly more prominent among men. Those indicating a negative feeling towards their 
current congregation did not show feelings of animosity, but more of disappointment. A 
nondenominational wife said, “I think my church cares about me, but they don’t seem to 
care about my unique situation.” This woman sums up the majority of the negative 
statements. A Nazarene husband agreed, “The people care about us, personally, but I 
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don’t think they have a clue about our needs as a stepfamily.” A Methodist wife said, 
“They don’t mean to ignore our needs, but we’re not the norm, so they don’t give us 
much thought.” Given the number of blended families in each congregation, they are 
closer to the “norm” than this woman believes. The couples sensed incongruence existed 
between the narrative the church was openly speaking—we love you and care about 
you—and their actions of not having ministries targeted towards blended families. While 
the families I interviewed (N=30) did not harbor ill feelings towards any one person 
within the church, many (n=18) expressed a deep sense of frustration at not being able to 
find their place within the church. A nondenominational husband noted the frustration 
many of the couples expressed: 
We don’t fit with the “normal” married couples because we have issues 
like kids going back and forth between us and my ex-wife. We don’t fit 
with the divorced crowd because we’re not divorced. We’re happily 
married. We’re not newlyweds in the traditional sense because we’ve been 
through this before. So where do we fit in? There’s not a place for blended 
families. 
 
The negative feelings noted were not strong enough in any of these cases to cause the 
couples to consider leaving their current congregations, but past reception of a negative 
narrative had caused many of these couples to switch churches.  
The greatest impact caused by these negative feelings was feelings of unease or 
frustration rather than a desire to leave. Nevertheless, if the frustration continues long 
enough without being addressed the couple may very well begin to look elsewhere. A 
Baptist husband referred to his previous church when he said, “We got tired of not 
knowing where we belonged. We want to connect and serve, so, though we loved the 
people at … [church name deleted], we left to find a church where we could minister and 
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not always be frustrated.” Blended families want more than simply to like the people of 
their churches. They want to believe God can still use them for service. 
Cautious Feelings 
Sweet, McLaren, and Haselmayer define metanarrative as “any founding or 
overarching story that gives rationale and legitimation for a particular worldview, 
perspective, or value system” (193). In this case, the couples believe that the narrative 
given to them in their previous context provided rationale for them to be cautious in their 
new context. A Baptist wife summed up the overwhelming reason for feeling cautious 
towards their current church: 
We’ve been burned before. Why shouldn’t it happen again? Sure, this 
church tells us that they love us and accept us, and so far they’ve shown us 
that, but there’s always something in the back of your mind that says it’s 
too good to be true. I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. 
 
In previous churches, these seventeen families experienced the narrative that the spiritual 
damage to their family, and even their soul, is beyond recovery. While outwardly their 
new congregation tells a different story, many of these couples have transferred their 
previous fear and experience to their new context. Almost three-fourths (n=22) of the 
wives interviewed (N=30) made some statement of caution about their current 
congregation. Less than half (n=14) of the husbands (N=30) felt the same way. A 
Nazarene husband said, “The past is the past. This is a new church. Let’s move on.”  
This caution clearly illustrates the direct effect of the church’s narrative upon how 
the blended families feel about their relationship to the church. The couples are taking the 
local church narrative about divorce and remarriage, in this case that divorced persons are 
spiritually damaged and universalizing the local narrative into the metanarrative. While 
each couple admits to seeing a difference in their current context, a Baptist husband said, 
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“If it wasn’t different we wouldn’t be here,” somewhere in their own narrative still exists 
the idea that all churches must hold the narrative of the last church. Even though all of the 
couples had been within their new congregation multiple years (mean=4.7 years), that 
idea of metanarrative still existed and had not been addressed by their new congregation.  
These cautious feelings caused several of the couples to withhold involvement 
within their local congregations more than they wanted. “We just couldn’t stand to be 
burned again,” said a Baptist wife. The fact that these churches have not addressed the 
perceived metanarrative makes the couples continue to stay on the fringe of church life. 
A Methodist husband said, “I feel like Peter standing on the edge of the fire. I want to get 
close and warm up, but I’m afraid of what will happen if I do.” I did not sense awareness 
among the pastors to this issue of caution. My speculation was that the pastors attributed 
any lack of involvement on the part of the blended families to scheduling issues or not 
wanting to stand out, as previously noted.  
Confused Feelings 
 Under Research Question 1, one of the themes found was confusion on how to 
minister to blended families. Because the pastors felt such great confusion, the feelings of 
confusion experienced by the couples are understandable. While the couples did not 
notice the confusion of their pastors, almost all of them admitted to confusion regarding 
what they perceived as mixed messages coming from the congregation. A Church of 
Christ wife said, “If they care about us like they say they do, what don’t they listen to our 
needs?” A Methodist wife noted, “Does welcoming everyone mean you treat everyone 
the same and not acknowledge their individual needs?”  
 A sense of confusion also existed within the couples’ minds as to their own status 
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before God. A Baptist husband said, “Are we living in sin or not?” A Methodist husband 
defined the issue clearly: 
I think, on one hand, pastors want to show grace. They want people to 
know God loves them, so they emphasize that. On the other hand, they see 
marriages falling apart all over the place so they want to emphasize the 
importance of marriage. The problem is that they don’t talk about the two 
together. In one sermon it’s all about God’s grace and in the next it’s all 
about how divorce is so evil. I just wish every now and then a pastor could 
say, “Divorce is bad, but it’s not the unforgivable sin. God’s grace covers 
it, too.” 
 
The couples are receiving these narratives as a dichotomy. I assume within the pastors’ 
minds the narratives are the same—the metanarrative. The pastor holds the big picture 
while the couple is focusing on the individual message of each sermon. The possibility of 
another narrative at work also exists—“do not be soft on sin.” The pastors might feel 
their own tension in this case between wanting to uphold marriage for life and that if they 
include “sin as divorce” but “God is merciful and divorce is not the unforgivable sin” in 
the same message people might think they have a license to divorce.  
 As with the cautious feelings, these feelings of confusion hold the blended 
families on the outskirts of church involvement. They want to be involved, especially 
those who feel positively about their current congregations, but are unsure of their exact 
place. Couples from the denominations other than Methodists seemed less sure of their 
place as they believed their denomination’s narrative hindered divorced persons from 
holding leadership positions more so than their Methodist counterparts. 
Summary of Research Question 2 
 The intent of Research Question 2 was to discover how blended families respond 
to the narratives they receive in a church setting. I wanted to explore whether these 
narratives made them more or less likely to be involved within their local congregations. 
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The answer was a resounding “yes.” All six of the narratives discussed in Research 
Question 1 played some role in determining how each couple viewed themselves and 
their place within the local church. Three of the six narratives played a particularly strong 
role—“divorced persons are damaged,” “confusion on ministry to blended families,” and 
“blended families are not to be considered separate from other families.” A key indicator 
in whether the family’s response was positive or negative was whether the church was 
proactive in addressing these narratives. Because many of the churches sent narratives 
perceived as mixed, the most dominant feeling among the families was confusion as to 
their place within the church.  
Research Question 3 Analysis 
 The purpose of Research Question 3 was to examine what narratives exist within 
the Church that can support and nurture the growth and development of blended families.  
The idea was to find whether the local church was pulling from the universal  
Church metanarrative, including the pieces of grace, second chances, relationships, and 
redemption, in their ministry to blended families or if they were creating their own 
individual narratives. Certainly, narratives helpful to blended families exist and I will 
engage in a fuller discussion of these alternative narratives in Chapter 5.  
I used specific questions within the pastor interview instrument to try to get at 
these helpful narratives. Question four, “How does your denomination feel about divorce 
and remarriage? Explain in terms of theology as well as the general “atmosphere” 
regarding the subject” sought to explore how the metanarrative of the denomination 
influenced the narrative of the pastor. Question ten, “How does your church effectively 
meet the needs of blended families,” was used to find the narratives pastors found most 
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helpful in ministering to blended families. Question eleven, “In what way could your 
church most improve in meeting the needs of blended families,” sought to explore 
whether or not the pastors recognized useful elements of the metanarrative but had not 
implemented them fully in ministering to blended families. Question thirteen, “If a new 
blended family were visiting your church, why would you tell them to come back,” 
allowed the pastors to name the narratives they found most helpful in ministering to 
blended families (see Appendix D). 
 Similarly, I tried to use questions within the blended family interview instrument 
to see if they mentioned sections of the metanarrative that were particularly helpful. 
Question three, “Do you feel your church is supportive of blended families,” was 
intended to allow blended families to tell the parts of the metanarrative used by their 
churches in ministering to them. Questions seven and eight “Tell me about a particular 
events/episode/period of time where the church really addressed your needs as a blended 
family” and “Tell me about a particular event/episode/period of time where the church 
really dropped the ball on meeting your needs as a blended family. What response were 
you hoping for from the church,” served a similar purpose to question three. I hoped that 
naming specific stories of help or harm would allow the underlying narratives to emerge 
(see Appendix C). The hope was that the instrument would draw out the helpful sections 
of the metanarrative, even if the family did not have a concept of metanarratives.  
 I was surprised, and somewhat disappointed, to discover only one of the helpful 
narratives coming out in the interviews. The Church has plenty to offer to blended 
families, as explored in the narrative and theological sections of Chapter 2 and further 
explored in Chapter 5, and yet the one helpful narrative that emerged from the interviews 
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was that of a desire to extend grace. As noted under Research Question 1, all ten pastors 
made some comment regarding wanting to show grace to the blended family. Grace is 
undoubtedly a helpful metanarrative of the Church. All ten pastors, when referring to 
how they wanted to minister to blended families, mentioned the specific word “grace.” A 
large number (n=23) of the blended families (N=30) also used the word “grace” when 
asked about how their church has responded to them. Even those who did not use the 
exact word gave a description of grace. A Methodist wife said, “I know I messed up in 
my first marriage, but our church didn’t seem to care. They accepted us as a new family.” 
Given what I recorded in my field notes about her facial expression and tone of voice, I 
did not believe she meant “our church didn’t seem to care” as a negative. In this case I 
believe she was expressing that the church has effectively put the past aside and allowed 
the couple to move into their new identity as a blended family. The past is always with 
them because they are “blended,” but the church does not throw the past in their faces. 
The answers addressing Research Question 3 by both pastors and couples focused on 
divorce recovery or admitted confusion rather than speaking to helpful narratives. I am 
not implying the pastors or families do not have a concept of the helpful narratives but 
this instrument, or interviewer, was not able to draw those narratives out of them. In 
Chapter 5, I discuss some of the other helpful metanarratives from which the local 
congregation could draw and speculate on why these did not appear in the interviews.  
Summary 
 This chapter summarizes the significant findings of the study. These findings 
included six main narratives found within the interviews of the pastors:  
• Remarriage is not the normal state. 
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• Divorced persons are spiritually damaged. 
• Blended families are not to be considered separate from other families. 
• The pastors were confused on how to minister to blended families. 
• The pastors’ view of blended families changed over time. 
• Grace needs to be extended to blended families.  
A noted lack of understanding between the parties existed. Both pastors and couples sent 
mixed messages. The pastors wanted to treat blended families like any other family but 
consistently mentioned through their preaching and teaching that remarriage is not the 
normal state. Blended families expressed a great desire to have their unique needs 
recognized while also wanting to blend in with traditional families. With such mixed 
messages, no wonder the predominant feeling reported by both sides was that of 
confusion. The pastors were unsure of how best to meet the needs of blended families and 
the families were unsure of how to express those needs, and often were unsure of their 
exact needs.  
Two other major findings emerged from the project: 
• Many of the couples felt positively towards their existing congregations but  
noted a definite sense that they needed something more.  
• I found a surprising lack of a sense of the metanarratives within the Church  
that could better inform and assist the local congregation in their ministry to blended 
families.  
Chapter 5 details conclusions and implications for the findings of the study. These 
discussions include interpretation of the data, practical applications, and further study 
possibilities.
Perry 119 
 
 
CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSIO 
 The purpose of this study was to define the narratives received by blended 
families, both positive and negative, within the church context, and assess which of these 
narratives were most useful in ministering to blended families. The study also explored 
the narratives communicated by the pastors of these blended families in order to find the 
level of congruence between narrative communicated and narrative received. The 
experience of the participants in this study indicates that pastors wish to minister to 
blended families and blended families wish to have their unique needs met, but 
something is being lost in the translation of the narrative.  
Major Findings and Further Analysis 
 Chapter 4 detailed the findings from the study. These findings included six 
narratives communicated by the pastors (1) Remarriage is not the normal state; (2) 
divorced persons are spiritually damaged; (3) blended families are not to be considered 
separate from other families; (4) the pastors were confused on how to minister to blended 
families; (5) the pastors’ view of blended families changed over time; and, (6) grace 
needs to be extended to blended families. Further findings detailed the greatest emotional 
reaction among blended families as one of confusion. Some anger and cautious feelings 
existed, as well as many positive feelings, but confusion was predominant. The surprise 
of the study came from Research Question 3, which failed to bring forth helpful 
narratives for use in ministering to blended families beyond the aforementioned narrative 
of grace. 
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Research Question 1 
 The nature of Research Question 1 was to explore the narratives given by the 
church, the narrative received by the blended families within that local church, and how 
those two narratives interacted. The six major themes just noted emerged from the 
analysis for Research Question 1, but the purpose was also to find the effectiveness in 
conveying these narratives.  
The local congregation sent narratives to the blended families with varying 
degrees of success. Based upon the various writings of MacKay, Pasquerello, Johnston, 
and de Bono, I define a successful narrative as one in which the intended meaning of the 
sender is received and internalized by the receiver. A person hearing the narrative may be 
able to parrot the exact words of the sender, but if the receiver interpreted the words 
differently than the sender intended, the narrative failed. Similarly, if the receiver 
understands the intent clearly but fails to join that narrative with his or her own, the 
narrative, once again, has been unsuccessful. As noted in Chapter 2, humans are not 
blank slates upon which the sender writes his or her message, but an active participant in 
the receiving and creating of the narrative (MacKay 11).  
Remarriage not normal. The first major theme was that remarriage is not the 
normal mode for Christians. The review of literature overwhelmingly supports this idea. 
Old Testament, New Testament, and Church father sources all point to divorce as 
deviating from God’s plan. Matthew 19:8 recorded Jesus saying, “Moses permitted 
divorce only as a concession to your hard hearts, but it was not what God had originally 
intended.” By proclaiming this narrative, the pastors involved are joining in the 
metanarrative of the story of God affirmed in countless ways by followers of Jesus, and 
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Moses before him, for thousands of years.  
The main problem with this narrative came in the mixed narrative sent by the 
clergy—“legitimate, but not normal.” None of the pastors interviewed wanted to call a 
blended family illegitimate. While they affirmed the Church’s traditional stance about 
divorce, these pastors softened their stance considerably when applied to the blended 
families within their congregations. Based upon the writings reviewed in Chapter 2, I 
believe many of the early Church fathers would have called the majority of today’s 
blended families “illegitimate.” I propose that for today’s pastor to do the same in the 
contemporary cultural context would have dire consequences for both the blended family 
and the life of the congregation in general. This stance would place the blended family 
into the situation of rejection by the church, but many of the church members, bringing 
the cultural narrative of tolerance into the congregation, might rebel against the pastor for 
claiming such an “absolute.” Today’s cultural metanarrative of tolerance places the pastor 
in a difficult situation.  
Pastors are also feeling reactionary to the perceived cultural narrative of 
consumerist marriage (Pasquarello, Personal interview). To these pastors, the cultural 
narrative, which was not explicitly examined in this study, is that couples stay married as 
long as they have strong emotional feelings for each other, but once marriage becomes 
difficult or inconvenient they are free to divorce and move on to the next relationship. 
Since the 1960s, divorce is still not the ideal but is certainly acceptable, and occasionally 
seen as inevitable, within the culture (Perry). Because of this perceived cultural narrative, 
the pastors interviewed believed their duty was to uphold God’s ideal for the marital 
covenant. In their zeal to uphold this covenant, the narrative that ended up reaching the 
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blended family was that they are not normal. Instead, the inadvertent narrative that these 
families are in a perpetual state of spiritual damage forms in the mind of the blended 
families, as discussed further in the following section. While blended families openly 
acknowledge the brokenness that resulted in and from their divorce, the narrative many of 
them received is that they are, and always will be, second-class families within the church 
context.  
Part of the second-class narrative came from scheduling and financial issues 
unique to the blended family, as discussed in Chapter 1 (“Statistics”). The blended 
families felt limited in their church involvement by time and money. The pastors 
experienced frustration by the blended family’s lack of ability to keep a “normal” 
schedule. A “normal” schedule to the church and a “normal” schedule to the blended 
family are two different concepts. Having children come and go is a normal schedule for 
the blended family, and churches must recognize this reality or risk the continuing 
narrative of the blended family never being able to fit within the “normal” congregational 
life.  
Spiritually damaged persons. The second major theme to emerge was that of 
“spiritually damaged persons.” The pastors viewed the blended families as permanently 
damaged by the sin of divorce. I noted in my field journal that some of the psychological 
issues may have also played a role in their thinking, but my impression was simply an 
internal feeling and not taken from anything specifically stated within the interviews. Of 
noteworthy interest, I found no distinction in the pastoral interviews between a people 
who did not want the divorce, or for divorce because of abuse dynamics, and people who 
divorced simply because they “fell out of love.” Two possibilities exist for this lack of 
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distinction: The pastors did not make any distinction or the instrument did not evoke any 
distinction. Because of the way the pastors discussed divorce, I believe the latter to be the 
case more than the former. Two of the pastors mentioned abuse in passing but still 
seemed to believe the divorce left some sin damage. The rest did not mention the abuse 
issue or make a distinction for those who did not want the divorce. 
Sin damage played a strong role in the minds of the pastors when considering 
remarriage. All ten of the pastors expressed some level of hesitancy in performing 
remarriage. I do not view this hesitancy as a negative as the pastors were not hostile 
towards remarriage, but cautious. Patricia H. Shiono and Linda Sandham Quinn state, 
“During the first several years of marriage, the rate of divorce for remarriages is 
substantially higher than for first marriages; afterward, the rates are similar” (19). From 
the pastor’s perspective, a theological foundation for divorce as sin, as outlined in 
Chapter 2, coupled with research indicating the increased probability for second divorce 
rightly leads to cautiousness when agreeing to perform the ceremony for a second 
marriage.  
As with remarriage not being the normal state for Christians, the idea of divorce 
creating spiritual damage is not unique to contemporary pastors. The Church fathers 
wrote extensively about this issue. The glaring difference between the Church fathers and 
contemporary congregations is that the Church fathers embraced the narrative of divorce 
as sin without reservation. From Clement of Alexandria to Origin to Augustine to Luther 
and Wesley, the Church fathers did not back down from their position. In fact, the 
preponderance of Church history held to those story lines, and only in the late twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries has the need for an alternative story arisen as the numbers of 
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blended families have increased in the local church. The conundrum for clergy, especially 
orthodox, evangelical clergy, is to extend the message of God’s grace to wounded people, 
without feeling as if they are compromising the Bible’s instructions, and historical 
Church teachings, regarding divorce.  
The participants of this interview, which I think represent the average pastor well, 
attempted to maintain the traditional stance, but in a less direct manner. While upholding 
the marital covenant and openly declaring divorce sinful, these pastors refused to declare 
any of the blended families within their congregations to be currently living in adultery, 
despite the fact that many of them divorced for reasons other than outlined as acceptable 
in the Scripture and the writings of the Church fathers. Tension existed between the 
narrative the pastor wanted to present and the desire to extend grace to the blended 
family, a narrative covered later in this chapter. This tension translated to confusion in the 
mind of the blended family. They could not understand which narrative to follow: “We’re 
damaged people living in sin” or “God has forgiven us and allowed us to move on.” Perry 
states, “The real question is how to create a new narrative that honors both sets of social 
constructions—not just having two parallel arguments existing side by side and never 
touching.” The church often struggles with how to create the new narrative Perry 
suggests without sacrificing its core beliefs.  
As these competing narratives emerged, I looked for the root cause of the tension. 
I wondered if the pastors disagreed with the scriptural and Church father narrative. 
Following further analysis, I do not believe the pastors were going against traditional 
narratives. The pastors upheld the narrative through the interviews and claimed to uphold 
it in their teachings and sermons, which this study did not examine. I think the cultural 
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narrative that claiming absolute truth is a massive taboo played a large factor in the 
thinking of the pastors. In the time of the Church fathers, the Church created the cultural 
narrative. In today’s context, I propose the Church has not wavered in its stance, as seen 
in the various denominational statements (United Methodist Church; Southern Baptist 
Convention; Wesleyan Church; Bratcher), but the local congregation is more reactionary 
to the cultural narrative. These pastors do not wish to have the Scarlet Letter of today—
closed-mindedness—branded upon them.  
Another aspect to this tension is the recent movement I have observed within the 
church to make the narrative of grace primary. As seen in the narrative writings of 
Niebuhr, Sweet, Navone, Hauerwas, Pasquarello, and others, scholars and pastors believe 
an emphasis on the narrative of grace was missing from the metanarrative of the Church 
for many years. During this time, the Church’s primary narrative was that of law, as seen 
in groups such as the Pilgrims, Puritans, and many of the holiness movements. Even 
today, I believe this focus exists within some of the more conservative churches, but I 
believe these churches are now the minority. Each point in history has contained a 
dominant narrative by which that culture lived (Sweet, McLaren, and Haselmayer 193). 
In the contemporary church culture, I propose the pendulum has swung away from law to 
grace as the primary narrative and contemporary pastors are embracing that shift. The 
tension comes from adopting the narrative of grace without taking time to think through 
how this new narrative interacts with the narrative of divorce and remarriage as sinful 
that still exists within the church and the minds of these pastors. I will discuss more about 
grace in a following section.  
The biggest problem in this theme arose from the conveyance of the narrative. 
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While the pastor intended to send the “damage” narrative as a call to healing and 
redemption, it was, instead, received as a negative condemnation. None of the pastors 
indicated condemnation was their primary purpose in this narrative, yet twenty-four of 
thirty couples heard the narrative as negative. One pastor noted he did not view divorce 
as the unforgivable sin, but he did not believe a person divorcing outside of the 
exceptions given by the Scripture could ever experience full restoration. If 90 percent of 
the pastors in this study are claiming to proclaim a certain narrative and 80 percent of the 
couples in this study are hearing just the opposite, something has broken in the line of 
communication. I propose that “something” is the lack of intentionality in preparing the 
narrative the church wishes to send. 
Blended families as equals. As noted in Chapter 4, the greatest point of 
contention between pastors and blended families fell into the area of whether or not to 
treat the blended family like a “normal” family. A mixed message exists in this narrative. 
I have already covered the narratives that remarriage is not the normal state for a 
Christian and spiritual damaged exists in the divorced person due to the sin of divorce. 
With these two narratives in existence, one would conclude that blended families are not 
like “normal” families. Neither of these two narratives applies to a traditional family.  
The second problem with the narrative of treating blended families as “normal” is 
that this narrative ignores the unique issues faced by a blended family. As outlined in 
Chapter 1, blended families face several unique issues, such as alimony/child support, 
nonresident children, lack of support resources, and lingering guilt among others 
(“Statistics”). By trying to treat the blended family like all others, the good intentioned 
pastor, in essence, ignores these unique needs.  
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By proclaiming this narrative of normalcy, I believe the pastors involved were 
trying to assist the blended families in moving beyond their past. The pastors thought 
they were performing an act of grace by allowing the blended families to “blend in.” The 
blended families received the narrative as the church not caring about their needs; 
however, the pastors were not the only party guilty of sending mixed narratives. The 
blended families did confirm in some instances that they wished to feel like “normal” 
families and yet were upset at the church not taking their unique needs into consideration. 
The conclusion I drew from the blended families was that they wanted the church 
members to treat them as “normal” families, but wished for the staff/pastor to plan 
ministries targeting their needs. More specifically, the blended family wants to be viewed 
as “equal” but not “traditional.” The blended families are carrying this desire internally 
and are not verbalizing their desires to the staff/pastors.  
The mixed messages and lack of verbalization by the blended families explains 
part of the pastor response to treat the blended family as any other family, but I do not 
think mixed messages tell the entire story. I sensed pastoral ignorance to the needs of the 
blended family as a key piece to this narrative. None of the pastors had experienced 
divorce or, obviously, remarriage. As a result, the pastor is potentially blind to the unique 
blended family situation. The old saying that you cannot truly understand a person until 
“you walk a mile in their shoes” fits perfectly in this situation. Understanding needs he or 
she has not experienced is very difficult for a pastor. The blended family can assist by 
explaining the needs while the pastor can grow his or her own knowledge base through 
talking with blended families and examining research such as this study.  
Confusion in how to minister to blended families. The mixed messages 
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recorded in the previous theme led to a narrative of total confusion. Narratives often 
become a point of confusion due to the lack of conceptual clarity (Hauerwas and Jones, 
“Introduction” 1). I believe this lack of clarity is the major factor in the pastors’ narrative 
of confusion. On one hand, the pastor made clear, as noted in the previous narratives, that 
blended families are in a situation outside the ideal for the Christian family. At the same 
time, many pastors reported wanting to treat the blended families no differently from any 
other family.  
The blended families also were sending paradoxical narratives. They wished to 
receive the same treatment as other families, confirming what the pastors were hearing, 
but they also wanted their unique needs recognized and met through ministry. These 
competing and conflicting narratives created tension between the two sides. The pastors 
felt frustrated and confused at not knowing how to meet the blended family needs. The 
blended families felt frustrated and confused as to how to make their needs known. The 
confusion and frustration left a feeling of dissatisfaction on both sides, but especially with 
the blended families.  
A confusing story, or a nonrelevant one, does not connect. When the preacher 
connects the listener to God’s story through both relevance and meaning, lives begin to 
change and the listener joins the conversation (Johnston 64). The goal of the pastor is to 
help the blended family join God’s story by clearly showing how God’s story is relevant 
to their lives.  
 Normally, if something is irritating or frustrating to a person, that person attempts 
to enact change. In this specific case, both parties seemed content to live in a perpetual 
state of frustration. While nearly all participants on both sides of the study expressed 
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feelings of frustration and confusion to some degree, none of them intentionally sought to 
change the situation that led to these feelings. Many of the pastors seemed surprised 
when I asked if any plans existed to begin a specific ministry to blended families as if the 
idea had never occurred to them. Similarly, when the couples provided me with their 
ideas for improving ministry to blended families within their local congregations they 
were surprised when I asked if they had brought these suggestions to the attention of 
anyone on their church staff. Both sides seemed to assume that the other needed to 
initiate any change. Both sides all negated the idea that the other side felt as confused as 
they did. The pastors thought the blended families were content and the blended families 
thought their pastors were the trained religious professionals and should know what they 
needed to do without their help.  
 I wondered why neither side was willing to initiate needed change when the 
normal human tendency is to react to an uncomfortable situation. I believe time and 
priority issues were the determining factors for the pastors. I noted in my research field 
journal how difficult a time I had in obtaining a one-hour interview with the pastors. I 
had even greater difficulty in convincing the pastors to find three blended families for 
me. During our informal discussions before and after the interview, nine of the ten 
pastors conveyed some sense of feeling overwhelmed due to time pressures. As pastors of 
larger churches, each had many voices clamoring for their attention. These voices did not 
include the blended family. As a result, blended-family ministries were not on the 
pastors’ priority lists.  
 In the case of the blended family, I believe the previously discussed narratives of 
normalcy and spiritual damage played a large role in their thinking. Having largely 
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bought into the narrative of being second-class church members, the blended families did 
not feel worthy of drawing attention to themselves. One Baptist wife said, “I’m sure if 
our needs were vital,… [pastor’s name deleted] would do something, but we’re just not a 
priority.” The blended families seemed to have adopted an attitude of defeatism. Their 
belief was that the situation was as good as they could hope for; therefore, they should 
make the best of it by not complaining. The church’s challenge is to help blended 
families understand Scripture clearly demonstrates that God always makes room, 
regardless of how undeserving a person feels they are (Pasquarello, Personal interview). 
Changing views. A narrative interacting with the world around it is fluid in that it 
naturally evolves and grows. Only when the narrative ceases to interact with the world 
around it does it become stagnant. Stories, by their very definition, move from beginning 
to conclusion with varying amounts of twists and turns along the journey. “When you 
become a Christian, you become part of a tradition that has a priceless galleria of images, 
stories, metaphors, rituals, and hymns as well as historians, philosophers, dramatists, 
novelists, poets, scientists, and prophets” (Sweet, McLaren, and Haselmayer 206). 
Drawing from all of these various resources, I would expect a personal narrative to 
change throughout the life and ministry of a pastor. Eight of the ten pastors confirmed 
that their viewpoint of divorce, remarriage, and blended families changed since they 
began their ministry. Some of the pastors changed because of their participation in this 
study. A Church of Christ pastor commented to me after the interview concluded, “A lot 
of the stuff you asked, I had never thought about it. I’m going to have to go do some 
thinking about how I minister to these folks.” Four other pastors made similar comments 
after the interview.  
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 Seven of the eight pastors reporting a change in their viewpoint claimed a 
“softening” towards divorce and remarriage. I discuss why I believe this shift has 
occurred and the issues involved in the following section entitled “Desire to extend 
grace.” One pastor, due to personal experience with remarried couples, had hardened his 
approach to divorce and remarriage. He openly admitted to reacting against the cultural 
narrative he perceived as corrupting God’s ideal marital covenant. Regardless of how the 
stance changed, all of the pastors who reported change discussed personal experience as 
the primary motivator for the change. Sweet, McLaren, and Haselmayer say, “All our 
narratives are contingent and corrigible, not totalizing. We hold them gently, always 
knowing most strongly that only God knows totally and we are just human beings, just 
beginner disciples, with a lot to learn and unlearn” (194). All of the pastors recognized 
that narratives are fluid. Some of them admitted to the influence of the cultural narrative 
while others resisted the idea. As the pastor’s narrative interacts with the narratives 
around him or her, both narratives are changed. How much the new narrative integrates 
into the life of the person depends upon the person and their receptivity to the narrative.  
 The two pastors who reported no change in their narrative still acknowledged the 
fluidity of the narrative process. One of the pastors only had five years of ministry 
experience. He admitted his ideas on divorce and remarriage were not yet concrete, hence 
his hesitancy to admit to a change. He stated, “I don’t know that I can say I’ve changed 
with I don’t feel I’ve ever landed on a concrete position to begin with. Maybe it’s better 
to say I’m in a state of constant change.” The other pastor I quoted earlier as saying he 
had read the Bible and refused to change unless it did surprised me. I noted in my field 
journal that the pastor had seemed open to blended-family ministries in his other 
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discussion. I tried to delve further into his reasoning, but further conversation did not 
reveal additional insights.  
Desire to extend grace. Grace has been a vital part of the Church metanarrative 
since its inception. The emphasis on this particular narrative has waxed and waned 
throughout Church history, as have all of the narratives. Currently, the narrative of grace 
is quite popular. I did a book search on Amazon.com using the keyword “grace” and 
found 49,252 results just within the religion/spirituality category and 253,400 results 
overall. Many of those results contained little of the Christian concept of grace, but the 
search results emphasize the importance of this narrative in today’s culture. Using the 
keyword “God’s Law” I received 16,510 results within the religion/spirituality category, 
a drop of more than 50 percent. The narrative of law, which contains the idea that divorce 
is sinful and remarriage should only occur under certain circumstances, is still viable 
within the culture but is not as popular as grace.  
 The issue of whether the church or the culture is driving this grace emphasis is 
difficult to ascertain. Two possibilities exist. One is that the cultural narrative of tolerance 
and relativism instigated the church’s turn to grace as a primary narrative. The other 
possibility is that the local congregations reacted against the narrative of law and the 
pendulum naturally swung the other way. I could not find a study to verify this idea, but 
my speculation is that the emphasis on grace has less to do with contemporary culture 
and the Generation X and Y persons and more to do with the Baby Boomers growing up 
in the mid-twentieth century culture. The pastors I interviewed were children to young 
adults during the 1960s and 70s, making them Baby Boomers or the very beginnings of 
Generation X. The parents of many of these pastors came from the World War II 
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generation, which tended to focus more on the law. When the children of the 60s and 70s 
came along, inventing the so-called “hippie” movement, the focus shifted. The pastors 
that were part of the “hippie” movement are now the senior pastors in the larger churches. 
The idea of love and grace held in tension with the law carried over. I think the joining of 
the “hippie” movement with theology is an example of the cultural narrative joining with 
the church narrative and creating a new, mixed narrative. The pastors want to continue to 
uphold the existing narrative of God’s law but feel compelled to make the narrative of 
grace primary. 
 The blended families were coming more from the contemporary cultural 
influence. Their reasoning for divorce rarely lay in a biblical foundation. I heard several 
times, “We just fell out of love.” The blended families largely believed the idea of love as 
an emotional state under which marriage must exist. If that emotional feeling 
disappeared, the marriage rightly dissolved. They had very little concept of the marital 
covenant discussed in the theological foundations section of Chapter 2. Only two of the 
couples seemed to think a real problem existed with their divorce. Most all of the couples 
acknowledged that divorce was a sin but did not view the sin as something that should 
continue to affect them within their new family. They expressed more angst at feeling 
guilty in church than at the actual sin of divorce. I feel strongly the anger towards the 
feeling of guilt is coming from the cultural narrative, not the church narrative. Each 
church could help shift the focus to the church narrative by more clearly defining the 
issues of law and grace.  
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Research Question 2 
 Research Question 2 examined how blended families respond to the narratives 
received in a church setting. Four categories emerged from the various responses to the 
question: positive, negative, cautious, and confused. With twenty-seven husbands and 
twenty-eight wives out of a possible thirty in each category reporting some state of 
confusion in their reaction to the church narrative, little doubt remained as to the primary 
reaction of the blended family. Most of the families felt quite positively towards their 
current congregations but unsure of their places within these congregations. I outlined the 
reasons for this confusion in detail through the analysis of Research Question 1. The 
conflicting and competing narratives and misinterpretation of the intent of some of those 
narratives have left the blended family in a perpetual state of confusion. Narrative does 
not only interpret theology but is the very nature of theology. 
 The positive feelings reported emerged from two areas: feelings of welcome and 
treatment of children. The parents seemed particularly worried about how their children 
interacted within the congregations, much more so than with themselves. A Methodist 
wife said, “I can overlook pretty much anything if my children are happy.” As reported in 
Chapter 4, several other families made similar statements. As the focus of this study was 
on the narrative exchange between blended family and church, I did not delve too far into 
this subject, but from informal conversation and personal experience, I believe this strong 
desire to ensure the happiness of the children within the congregation largely grew from a 
sense of guilt due to the experiences of the children through divorce and remarriage. The 
parents thought the children had experienced enough trouble. If the parents could find a 
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church where the children felt happy and comfortable, even with alternating schedules, 
the family was very unlikely to leave the church.  
 The welcoming idea fits well with Father Navone’s idea of helping a person join 
their story to the Christ-story (118). By using the concept of the narrative as a lens for all 
ministries, not strictly a ministry tool, the goal of the church is to help the blended family 
join their narrative with God’s metanarrative. The first part in assimilating the family into 
God’s story is to let them know they are welcome to join in the story (240). Once the 
family understands the welcome and that they have permission to join in the story, other 
ministry possibilities will open.  
 Negative feelings emerged for one of two reasons: anger at a previous church 
narrative or lack of perceived caring about current blended family needs. The perceived 
lack of caring, I believe, develops from the previously discussed confusion. Certainly, I 
did not gain the impression that any of the pastors did not care about the blended families 
or their needs. The anger resulting from a previous church experience created an 
interesting conundrum for the pastor. No pastor wants to speak disparagingly about 
another congregation. Difficulties also arise from a pastor having to convince a couple 
that the narrative received from another congregation does not apply to all congregations. 
The dominant story drives the blended family’s actions and thought processes (Morgan). 
The pastor cannot snap his or her fingers and change that narrative. The goal is for the 
pastor to come alongside the blended family, walk with them in their journey, and assist 
them in discovering a more helpful alternate narrative.  
  The cautious feelings were, perhaps, the least surprising to me. Given the other 
narratives that have emerged and the reports of negative experiences in previous church 
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contexts, I expected some form of caution. Coming out of a negative experience, the 
narrative of the former church is the dominant factor in the current life of the blended 
family. Until the new church earns the family’s trust, the feeling of cautiousness will 
exist, even if all signals point to a different narrative. The new church may provide an 
alternative narrative, but alternate stories generally only factor into a person’s 
interpretation of events short-term. Alternate stories often are in the subconscious but 
play a vital role in informing the dominant story (Morgan). As the couple immerses 
themselves more in the alternate story of their new congregation through increased and 
repeated involvement, the alternate story will slowly replace the dominant story of the old 
church.   
Research Question 3 
Under Research Question 1, I detailed how grace was a major theme in the 
exchange between pastor and blended family. I have also given some reasons as to why I 
believe that was the predominant theme. I wondered why the grace narrative seemed to 
be the only major helpful narrative to emerge from this study. In the findings of Research 
Question 3, the pastors had several ideas on ministering to recently divorced persons but 
remained confused as to how to help remarried couples. Trying to name a helpful 
narrative from within their church, other than grace, likewise proved difficult for the 
couples. 
 Several possibilities existed as to why this unexpected result occurred. The first 
possibility was in the design of the instrument. As noted in Chapter 4, I intentionally tried 
to design questions to draw out the helpful narratives. The fact that these narratives did 
not surface possibly meant the instrument was ineffective in drawing these narratives to 
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the surface. I had to admit to this possibility, but I did not believe it to be the case. I used 
my research reflection team to test my questions, and they were able to bring out some of 
the helpful narratives. Admittedly, a bias existed in that case as I had given them training 
in narratives and metanarratives; however, I did not coach them on the questions when I 
asked and they were able to pick up the themes for which I was looking. Likewise, 
neither the pastor nor the couple seemed confused by the question. They did not break off 
on a tangent or answer in a way unfitting with the question. They just did not provide an 
answer. 
 A second possibility was that the helpful narratives were unknown. I think the 
unknown narrative is the most likely answer for the blended families. If the pastors did 
not teach or preach any narrative other than the ones discovered in this study, and the 
local church is the primary source for narratives about the Church, then the logical 
conclusion is that the blended family would not be aware of any other existing narrative. 
In addition, with the intentionality factor missing, the blended families would have no 
reason to discover other narratives on their own. 
 For the pastors, I think they probably know other narratives that would help 
blended families but never made the connection of those alternative narratives to the 
blended family situation. I believe the possibility exists that the pastors overlooked the 
alternative narratives because the dominant narratives of “divorce is bad” and “divorced 
people are damaged by sin” overshadowed them. Helping the pastors connect with the 
alternative narratives outlined later in this chapter is an important piece in ministering to 
blended families. 
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Additional Findings Outside of the Research Questions 
 This section contains data I thought was important to the understanding of the 
study but did not specifically fall under the realm of the three research questions.   
The demographics of the study community showed a fast growing, transitioning 
community. The mean growth across the major communities was 13.8 percent. Figure 1.1 
(p. 2) demonstrates younger families are more likely to divorce, also making them more 
likely to be in a blended family situation. Individual church demographics confirmed this 
data. 
One of the most startling revelations of this study was the sheer percentage of 
families within the study congregations who had been divorced and remarried. Over 20 
percent of each congregation fell into this study’s blended family criteria. In fitting with 
the denominational narrative, the Church of Christ, which had the strictest stance on 
divorce and remarriage of the churches surveyed, though unofficially, had the lowest 
percentage of blended families. The churches with the more lenient stances, the 
nondenominational and Wesleyan tradition churches, had higher percentages. The 
unexpected result was the higher number of Southern Baptist blended families. As shown 
in Chapter 2, although the Southern Baptist Convention has no “official” stance to which 
individual congregations must adhere, the general perception is that Southern Baptists are 
more conservative in their approach to the family structure.  
I believe the Southern Baptist denomination being predominant in the area 
explained this perceived aberration. Upon further analysis, I discovered the individual 
narrative of the Southern Baptist pastors to be the largest factor. The narratives of the 
Southern Baptist pastors interviewed focused on grace when relating to blended families. 
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All three pastors made clear their view of divorce as sin, but only one of the three was 
willing to make divorce as sin a major theme in dealing directly with blended families. 
The blended families within their congregation were attracted to this grace narrative, 
though they remained cautious due to their own perception of the conservative nature of 
the Southern Baptist Convention. 
Implications of Findings for Ministry 
 In the following section inferences and implications of the data reported in the 
previous chapter are discussed. These inferences include theological reflection.   
Demographics 
 The surprising aspect of the demographic results is that none of the churches had 
a special ministry for blended families. If one-fifth or more of a congregation falls within 
any demographic, I would expect to see a special ministry focus. If 20-30 percent of a 
congregation is elderly, I would expect to discover ministries targeting older adults. If a 
large number of children or youth exist, those areas should gain special attention, yet I 
discovered no special ministry targeting the blended family, despite their large numbers 
within the congregation.  
 I discussed in the previous section about the competing narratives that I believe 
lie at the heart of this lack of ministry. Initially, looking at the pastors’ response next to 
the demographic, I thought the church did not care about the blended family. My other 
possibility was that the church had completely bought into the idea of divorce as the 
unforgivable sin and, therefore, thought blended families did not deserve their own 
ministry. Closer to the truth is the confusion by both pastor and couple in how to meet the 
needs of the blended family. The miscommunication between church and blended family 
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prevented effective ministry.  
 Blended families have unique needs, as discussed in Chapter 1. In order for a 
congregation to minister effectively to one of their largest demographics, I suggest the 
church needs to work out an intentional action plan implemented through discussion with 
both staff and blended families. I believe most people, if asked, will provide an adequate 
assessment of their ministry needs. The blended family is simply too large a demographic 
for the church to ignore.  
Research Question 1 
 Several ministry implications arose from the analysis of Research Question 1. 
This section suggests how a local congregation may apply the findings of this study. 
 Remarriage not normal. I do not believe pastors need to soften their stance on 
remarriage. The idea of remarriage as not normal did not seem to be the problem for the 
blended family. Each family openly recognized that divorce is not God’s ideal. The 
problem arose from the belief by the blended family that they could not overcome their 
status. Their perception is that they will remain second-class families. A church can ease 
this fear by allowing the blended family to participate in the life of the church. While the 
pastor must consider the blended family’s unique needs in designing the ministries of the 
local church, as discussed later, the church members themselves play the largest role in 
assimilating the blended family by recognizing their issues, such as scheduling, but not 
ostracizing them because of those issues.  
 Spiritually damaged persons. If the pastors want to convey the idea of spiritual 
damage as a positive, a call to healing and grace, rather than a negative, then pastors must 
intentionally present the narrative in this manner. I believe most persons have a natural 
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tendency to take a potentially negative concept in the negative manner unless specifically 
instructed otherwise. The findings of this study confirmed such speculation. The pastors 
intended to present the narrative of spiritual damage as a positive call to healing and 
redemption, but the blended families received the narrative as a condemnation.  
 The key to overcoming the negative viewpoint is to deal with this tendency in 
premarital counseling. Sermons, by their very nature, are somewhat generic. The pastor 
cannot address every potential specific within the confines of a sermon. Premarital 
counseling, however, allows the pastor to address the issue of the damage caused by the 
sin of divorce in the specific way he or she means. I would recommend an entire session 
with the blended family focused upon this issue early in the premarital stage. By 
specifically stating the effects of sin damage to a divorced person about to remarry, while 
also emphasizing the potential for healing and redemption, the pastor has the opportunity 
to help the new blended family begin their journey with a much stronger sense of how 
they stand within the church. Dealing with this issue during premarital counseling will 
also help allay many of the guilt feelings that often arise as the couples become more 
involved in the church context.  
 Blended families as equals. Blended families are not the same as normal 
families. To make such a statement would seem to state the obvious, but the reality is far 
different. Churches are trying to act as if blended families are no different from 
traditional families. While the blended family appreciates this effort at grace, it does little 
to meet their unique needs.  
 The local church can begin to meet the blended family needs simply by 
acknowledging the difference. The next step is to learn about the unique issues faced by 
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the blended family. Once the church understands the issues, it can begin to examine what 
resources it can utilize to meet those needs. One church cannot necessarily meet all of the 
needs, but an assessment will allow each church to do an honest inventory of the needs it 
can best meet. One aspect to this assessment should be an examination of the “special” 
days of the Church year—Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Christmas, Easter, and any other 
local celebrations. These days can be very difficult for the blended family. The church 
should intentionally plan how to respond to the blended families on these days. In some 
churches I have held the Christmas communion service at various points during the week, 
so that the blended family could still have a time of worship as a family, even if the 
children were not present on Christmas Eve. On Mother’s Day and Father’s Day, I try to 
recognize all parents, even those whose children are not present. These steps are small 
but go a long way towards helping assimilate the blended family. 
Confusion in how to minister to blended families. The first step in ministering 
to a blended family is to help them overcome the perception that they are second-class. 
By helping them realize their place as full members within the life of the congregation, 
they, like the other congregation members, will become more vocal in expressing their 
needs and desires. By becoming more outspoken, the blended family will assist the pastor 
in overcoming his or her narrative of confusion.  
I viewed the pastors as only marginally successful in their narratives, mostly due 
to a lack of intentionality. The pastors had concepts of the narratives they wanted to send, 
but they did not have a plan for ensuring the successful transmission of those narratives. 
As I have already discussed, intentionality is the key for overcoming confusion.   
A helpful exercise for a pastor is to reflect upon the desired narrative(s). Step two 
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is to analyze the current narratives being told within the congregation. While this study 
provided several narratives that may exist within a congregation, each church is unique; 
therefore, the assumption that the narratives of this study will match the narratives in 
another congregation is flawed. If a lack of congruency emerges from the study, the third 
step is to ask why this lack of congruency exists. If the messages are congruent, the 
pastor can move to the final step, which is to lay out an intentional plan for ensuring the 
transmission and receiving of the desired narrative. This final step is the most vital. A 
pastor may choose whichever model for planning he or she finds most effective. The key 
recommendation is intentionality in transmission of narratives. I do not believe any of the 
pastors wished to remain in this state of confusion, nor to ignore part of their 
congregation, but each pastor has allowed time issues to prevent them thus far from 
acting upon the need to rectify the present situation. 
The contemporary communication experts discussed in Chapter 2, most notably 
Lowry and Miller, claim the most effective way for a pastor to transmit the story is 
through preaching, which is a form of corporate storytelling. As a result, intentionality in 
creation of narrative for a pastor translates largely, but not solely, into intentionality in 
the narrative created through preaching. In order for successful implementation of this 
plan, a periodic review of the effectiveness of the plan is essential. I feel a simple plan of 
intentionality will clear up much of the confusion and frustration experienced by both 
pastor and family.  
I want to mention one word of caution. Narrative is not simply a homiletical 
technique but the very lens through which a pastor views preaching, specifically, and 
ministry in general. Pasquarello states that many pastors try to tell stories but few actually 
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succeed in forming a Christian community driven by their incorporation into God’s story 
(“Narrative Reading” 179). The goal is not simply to tell stories in sermons but to reach a 
point where, as Moore and Wilson say, “Stories become so real we base our playtime and 
even our real time on them” (76). 
As with the issue of sin damage, I propose premarital counseling is the most 
effective arena to deal with this issue when possible because it allows one-on-one 
interaction. With faith involvement being the key indicator to re-marital success (Deal, 
Olson, and Olson, “Top Strengths”), creating a faith involvement plan during premarital 
counseling will assist the blended family in successfully navigating the path ahead of 
them. By helping form a faith involvement plan, the pastor also gains a realistic 
perspective of the time and financial commitments he or she can expect from this family. 
Much of the confusion experienced in ministry to blended families is resolved in this 
manner. If a blended family arrives at the church already married, nothing prohibits the 
pastor, or some other staff person, from formulating a similar plan and conveying 
expectations as part of a membership class or other time when the family decides 
formally to become a part of that congregation.  
 Changing views. I stated previously that I believe fluid narratives are normal. 
Examining strongly held narratives carefully to see if they are fluid or stagnant is 
advisable for all pastors, and blended families. The metanarrative is unchanging—the 
overarching story of God’s love and redemption of the human race. The way in which 
each person’s individual narratives interacts with the metanarrative changes as each 
person learns and matures. As discussed in Chapter 2, I am not making a case for 
relativism but a plea to recognize how one person’s narrative is not the complete and 
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final narrative (Sweet, McLaren, and Haselmayer, 194). Only God can claim that 
distinction. By recognizing each person’s biases and incompleteness, the church may 
approach any situation, especially one as delicate as a blended family, humbly and 
seeking to learn, as much as teach. While holding firm to their understanding of God, 
each person within the Christian community can open his or her mind to the idea of how 
others can help expand their narrative. 
Desire to extend grace. Each church needs to set clear standards for leadership, 
marriage, and divorce. Grace is certainly a part of the metanarrative of the Church. If the 
local congregation chooses grace as their primary narrative, they cannot expect a positive 
reaction to the law. If the church chooses to emphasize the law, they cannot expect to 
gain many blended families. Instead of an either/or, both grace and law need to coexist 
within the church. If the church will clearly define its qualifications for marriage and 
leadership, the blended family will feel much less confused. The findings from this study 
suggest that each church would reduce confusion by having a wedding policy. A helpful 
policy will clearly explain expectations for remarriage and premarital counseling, 
including the number of required sessions. The posting of leadership qualifications sends 
a clear message as well. If a church adds extra qualifications for a person who is divorced 
and remarried, putting the qualification in writing will help eliminate misunderstandings. 
If a divorced or remarried person must meet certain standards to avoid disqualification 
from a position, placing the standard in writing, as well as the reasoning, will help the 
person understand the general church policy and not take the issue as a personal rejection. 
Written explanations and policies create much less confusion than trying to interpret 
mixed narratives within a conversation, sermon, or Bible study.  
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I believe this narrative also has strong implications for seminary training. 
Reflecting upon my personal experience, I only had two weeks of training in blended 
families, and that training came from an elective course on marriage and family. Had I 
not taken that course, I would have emerged from seminary with a basic theology of 
marriage and covenant, but little idea of how to interact with blended families, in spite of 
my own experience being a part of a blended family. I also had little training in how to 
analyze the cultural narrative’s impact upon my life and ministry. Given the increasing 
number of blended families and the unique needs of blended families, seminaries might 
consider giving further training to their pastoral candidates in this area.  
In addition, Christians do not live in a vacuum. Each pastor and church member 
brings his or her narrative from the culture into the church, and takes the church’s 
narrative into the culture. This interaction of narratives creates a new, united narrative. In 
order to minister effectively within this context, the pastor needs the skills to analyze the 
impact of narratives and the interaction of competing narratives.  
Research Question 2 
 While this study did not differentiate between blended families with children and 
blended families without, Research Question 2 brought out the narrative that how a 
church treats the children plays a large role in the family’s reaction to the church. 
Children provide an excellent entry point for the blended family. The couple can let the 
children become involved while they take their time engaging in the life of the church. I 
have personally witnessed the phenomenon where a couple will bring their child or youth 
to various activities and yet not regularly attend anything themselves. As the children 
become more connected and the church embraces the children, the couple begins to let 
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their defenses drop and engage with the church life. Even if a church does not have a 
specific ministry to blended families, most churches have a children’s ministry. If the 
church is struggling with how to connect with the needs of blended families, intentionally 
reaching out to the children is an excellent place to begin.  
 A church can also increase its effectiveness by examining its welcoming 
ministries. How a church welcomes its visitors has implications well beyond the scope of 
blended families, but the feeling of being welcomed played a large part in the blended 
family’s positive perception of the local church. For example, Igniting Ministry, a 
division of the United Methodist Church, has a “welcoming congregation” checklist that 
provides congregations a method of evaluation as to how well the church does in 
receiving new persons. Using this evaluation, or a similar one, allows the congregation to 
gain a clear measure of their effectiveness in the area of welcoming as well as provide 
ideas and guidelines for becoming more effective. Both the welcoming and children’s 
ministry issues are entry points for the congregation, but a blended family cannot interact 
with the narrative of the church unless that family first chooses to become a part of the 
local church.  
 Helping a blended family work through lingering anger from a previous church 
experience can assist the pastor in assimilating the blended family into the new 
congregation. The field of narrative therapy offers much insight for a pastor with this 
problem. Freedman and Combs give the outcome from the therapy standpoint: “Within 
the new stories, people live out new self images, new possibilities for relationships and 
new futures” (16). If the pastor can assist the couple in recognizing the narrative of their 
previous church does not equal the narrative of their new church home, then the family’s 
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way of seeing themselves, God, and the church begins to shift until a new narrative is 
formed and integrated.  
 I do not believe any further action should occur regarding the cautious feelings 
experienced by the blended families. Feelings of caution are subject to the issue of trust 
and the passage of time. If the congregation follows through on the other 
recommendations for incorporating the blended family into the life of the church, the 
caution will give way to full interaction and trust. Modifying a narrative takes time. By 
recognizing this fact, both church and family can lessen the feelings of frustration when 
these feelings recur from time to time.  
Research Question 3 
 The purpose of Research Question 3 was to examine the helpful narratives with 
the Church that local congregations incorporated in ministering to blended families. 
Unfortunately, the only major narrative to emerge was that of grace. I feel several 
narratives exist within the metanarrative of the Church to resource the local pastor in 
ministering to blended families. As Father Navone says, “The Christ-story can become 
our story” (118). A person joining their story to God’s is, in essence, the gospel. The 
blended family can bring their narrative of defeat and death and find resurrection in the 
story of Christ. Connecting to God’s story is not simply about grace, which implies God 
will accept any person regardless of their past. Joining with the Christ-story provides a 
new lens through which the blended family can view their lives. Their previous marriage 
had died, but God has birthed a new relationship in their new marriage. They do not have 
to dwell on their previous failure but can live free in their new relationship. Paul affirms 
this theme in 2 Corinthians 5:17: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; 
Perry 149 
 
 
the old has gone, the new has come!” (NIV). This idea of becoming a new creation is not 
individual; it is collective, communal. All Christians are part of something new. The 
passage does not exclude blended families. 
John the Revelator sees a vision of the new in Revelation 21:1-2: “Then I saw a 
new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and 
there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of 
heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband.” Both of these 
passages are in line with the narrative of resurrection, a key piece to the Christian 
metanarrative. God is not in business of destroying, but renewing. I assume every pastor 
is well versed in this narrative but has not made the connection of this narrative to the 
blended family narrative. I propose that a pastor can increase a blended family’s self-
image and sense of belonging within the church by connecting them to the narrative of 
resurrection that says the remarriage is not an illegitimate copy of the first marriage, but a 
whole new creation redeemed by God. As the discussion of Wenham and Heth’s writings 
noted, instead of worrying about the past, the families should view their current marriage 
as God’s will and seek to be the best husband, wife, and parent possible, which is very 
freeing and grace filled (200). 
 Another helpful narrative within the metanarrative for pastors to use with blended 
families is God’s use of “damaged” people. If the blended family has received the 
narrative that they are “damaged” as indicated under Research Question 1’s findings, 
then this narrative of the Church could assist in overcoming the negative aspects of the 
damage narrative. Throughout Scripture, God used imperfect persons. Moses and David 
were both murderers, and David was an adulterer as well. Rahab was a prostitute. Elijah 
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went into depression after seeing God’s great victory. Jacob, who became Israel, cheated 
his brother out of his birthright and blessing. In the New Testament, Peter denied Christ. 
Saul, later Paul, persecuted and killed Christians. All of the disciples ran for their lives at 
Jesus’ arrest. The entire metanarrative of God, as told in the Bible, contains damaged 
persons used by God. Being able to serve God despite sin damage is a powerful narrative 
for the blended family. If the pastor wants to hold the narrative of a remarried person 
damaged by the sin of divorce, then holding up this narrative of God’s use of damaged 
people provides the hope of restoration to go with the recognition of brokenness. Divorce 
definitely leaves damage, spiritually, psychologically, relationally, and emotionally, but 
God excels in using damaged persons and restoring them to wholeness.  
 The Westminster Shorter Catechism begins by asking, “What is the chief end of 
man [human beings]?” The answer to the question provides an interesting narrative: 
“Man’s [Humanity’s] chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever” (Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church). This document, used to train laity in the theology of the 
Presbyterian Church, begins with the idea that the supreme purpose of human beings is to 
be in an intimate relationship with God for eternity, hence the word “enjoy.” The third 
helpful narrative for the church in ministering to blended families, in addition to narrative 
of grace, is the importance God places on relationships and the potential for restoration of 
relationships. In the Chapter 2 discussion of the early Church fathers, I noted the 
relationship of Hosea and Gomer as a primary example of God and those who have 
experienced a broken relationship. A pastor preaching to blended families out of Hosea 
would have to place the text in proper context given the main theme of adultery and 
unfaithfulness in marriage; however, the primary theme of Hosea is God’s faithfulness 
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even when humans go astray. This theme first appears in Genesis 3 in the Garden of Eden 
as God looks for Adam and Eve following the Fall. The prophets consistently call for the 
people to turn back to God. Jesus speaks of the lost sheep, lost coin, and lost son in Luke 
15. In each case, God offers the possibility of restoration of relationship. I propose that 
the idea of restored relationships would be very appealing to the blended family. A 
family that has experienced brokenness within relationships, within the individuals, and 
between the individuals and God would certainly want to know that hope exists for the 
restoration of relationships. 
Study Limitations 
I had to consider several limitations when reviewing the findings of this study. 
First was the geographic region of the study. This study took place in the southern United 
States. This area, often referred to as “The Bible Belt,” contains a high percentage of 
church attendees and a generally conservative attitude regarding social and theological 
issues. I feel the results of the interviews were in keeping with this historical trend. The 
possibility exists that dramatically different results would occur in another geographic 
region.  
Related to this idea of geography is my population’s nearness to a major military 
installation. While most of the couples interviewed were civilian, four couples were 
military. The majority of the couples were not active duty, but many of them were 
reservists or civilian contractors working for the government. The military has its own 
culture, which also tends to be more conservative, which could possibly skew the results 
away from a “normal” southern population.   
A second limitation arose from the fact that none of the participating pastors had 
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been divorced or remarried, which possibly skewed their viewpoint. I quoted a Methodist 
pastor in Chapter 4 who admitted his daughter’s experience altered his own perception. I 
would speculate that had these pastors experienced divorce and remarriage personally 
their narrative might be different.  
A third limitation is inherent to all qualitative research—reliability and validity. 
Thomas R. Black writes, “Social science research involves investigating all aspects of 
human activity and interactivity” (1). When dealing with human interactions, science 
cannot be precise, as human interactions tend to be unpredictable. Because of this 
unpredictability, a number of qualitative researchers have argued that the terms reliability 
and validity apply only in the quantitative paradigm and have no relevance in qualitative 
research (Altheide and Johnson 283-312). Many qualitative researchers, however, think 
reliability and validity are valid considerations for qualitative research when using proper 
steps to verify the results (Morse, Barret, Mayan, Olson, and Spiers 14-16). I tried to 
control for the reliability and validity issues as much as possible by proper formulation of 
specific research questions, the triangulation of data through use of interviews, field 
journal notes, and written documents, and the use of literature review to confirm my own 
findings and feelings, which are inherently subjective.  
 Related to the issues of reliability and validity is the design of the instrument. I 
questioned the instrument design when the results of Research Question 3 did not come 
out as I had hoped. I had used my research reflection team to clarify the questions. 
Neither the pastors nor the couples seemed to have any trouble understanding the 
question as presented. Neither went off on a tangent or responded inappropriately to the 
question asked. As a result, while all questions could be fine-tuned to make them more 
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effective, I think the instrument in this study was effective enough to provide the answer 
asked by the research question.  
Suggestions for Further Study 
 Many possibilities exist for future study. This project barely scratched the surface 
of ministry to blended families. First, I would suggest a study of African-American 
couples. Because the research only included Caucasian couples, a study of African-
American blended families would make for an interesting compare and contrast. Are the 
needs of all blended families similar, or do African-American families have needs not 
seen in their Caucasian counterparts? An interesting caveat to the issue of cultural 
differences is the African-American history of slavery with indiscriminate severing of 
family ties through selling of slaves. How might this corporate history influence the 
blended families within this culture?  
 A second potential study is newly remarried couples. The thirty couples of this 
study had marriages of longer than one year. Are the needs of newly remarried families 
greatly different from those of blended families in longer relationships? The issue of 
couples still in crisis, or on the rebound, adds further interest to a study of newly married 
blended families. 
 Third, a fascinating study would be examining the needs of blended families in 
the premarital stage. This study did not explore the issues discussed in premarital 
counseling, but with the majority of the blended families within this study reporting 
premarital counseling not preparing them adequately for blended family life, a study of 
the effectiveness of premarital counseling to blended families would be helpful. This 
study could lead to a model of more effective premarital counseling. 
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 A fourth future study is a different geographic area. The instrument used in this 
study would be valid for any geographic region. One of the noted limitations of this study 
is the geographic region. A compare and contrast study of different geographic regions 
would increase the knowledge base of localized and universal blended family needs. 
 A demographic of blended family that is on the rise is the cohabitating couple. 
Sharon Jayson notes that 8 percent of couples in the United States are now cohabitating 
instead of marrying. This trend raises a new set of issues for the church. “Cohabitation is 
here to stay,” says David Popenoe, a Rutgers sociology professor and report co-author. “I 
don’t think it’s good news, especially for children,… As society shifts from marriage to 
cohabitation—which is what’s happening—you have an increase in family instability” 
(qtd. in Jayson). If Dr. Popenoe is right, the church has a new demographic of blended 
family to address.  
 An examination of military blended families would be another potential study. 
The region of this study contains many military families, but I was unable to find any 
research specifically dealing with military blended families. With the military having its 
own culture, I would expect the needs of military blended families and the narratives by 
which they live to differ from the civilian population.  
In addition simply to discovering the narrative, fleshing out the source of the 
narrative is important. Every story has a beginning. If the genesis of a narrative can be 
discovered, understanding and, if necessary, modifying the narrative becomes less 
problematic. This study looked at the narratives in existence, but a future study could 
focus upon how narratives generate within the local church and blended family. 
Children did not play an active role in this study. I would be interested to know 
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how children viewed the needs of blended families and their own interaction with the 
church narratives. Along with the viewpoint of children, I would also like to explore 
whether a difference exists in how blended families with children experience the church 
narrative when compared to remarried couples without children. Either study adds to the 
knowledge base and increases church effectiveness in ministering to blended families. 
Summary 
 This study saw a wide range of emotional responses to the narratives received, 
from positive to negative to cautious to confused. Blended families are finding their way 
in today’s church context, but this study has outlined some ways in which the church 
could be more effective in helping the blended family join their story to God’s story. 
Better training in seminary, intentionality in sending narratives, and drawing upon new 
parts of the Church metanarrative are all ways in which pastors can interact more 
effectively with the blended families in their flocks. Pastors must recognize that blended 
families do have unique needs. They are not like traditional families. When the pastors 
make this acknowledgement, they can sit down with blended families within their 
congregations, as well as applicable staff, and discuss how best to meet these needs. The 
blended family is too large of a demographic in today’s culture to ignore. 
                                                                                                                                Perry  
 
 
156
APPEDIX A 
IFORMATIOAL QUESTIOAIRE FOR COUPLES 
 
1. Church Currently Attending:__________________________________________ 
 
2. Denomination:__________________________________ 
 
3. Sex (circle one):   M           F 
 
4. Race (circle one): Caucasian  African-American           Latin-American 
 Other (please specify):__________ 
 
5. Number of Years Married:________________________________ 
6. Number of Biological Children: Resident ______ Non-Resident _____ 
7. Number of Stepchildren: Resident _____  Non-Resident _____ 
8. Number of years since divorce: ________ 
9. Did you receive premarital counseling before you remarried? Yes_____   No____ 
If yes, how many sessions?____________ 
10. Did your current pastor perform your remarriage ceremony? Yes____ No_____ 
Did he/she perform your premarital counseling? Yes_____ No____ 
11. Number of years attending current church: _________ 
12. Primary denomination growing up:________ 
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APPEDIX B 
IFORMATIOAL QUESTIOAIRE FOR PASTORS 
 
1. Church You Currently Pastor:____________________________________ 
 
2. Denomination:__________________________________ 
 
3. Sex (circle one):   M           F 
 
4. Race (circle one): Caucasian  African-American           Latin-American 
 Other (please specify):__________ 
 
5. Number of years as a pastor:_________ 
6. Number of years at current church:__________ 
7. Number of years in current denomination:_________  Have you ever served in 
another denomination?  Yes    No     If yes, please list denomination(s) and length 
of time 
served:___________________________________________________________ 
 
8. Have you ever performed a wedding ceremony for a couple in which one of them 
had previously been married?   Yes        No 
 
9. Have you ever performed premarital counseling for a couple in which one of them 
had previously been married?  Yes       No      If yes, please indicate the average 
number of sessions:____________ 
 
10. Does your church currently have a blended family ministry?  Yes    No   If no, are 
there plans to begin a blended family ministry?   Yes      No 
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APPEDIX C 
ITERVIEW QUESTIOS FOR COUPLES 
 
1. Tell me how you became involved in your current church? What has kept you 
involved in that church?  
 
2. Do you view divorce as a sin? Do you think your church does? How has this view 
impacted your view of your current marriage and your life within your church? 
 
3. Do you feel your church is supportive of blended families? 
 
4. Do you feel that the “public” message of how the church feels towards divorce 
and remarriage is lived out day-to-day or do you sense a difference? 
 
5. When you decided to remarry, tell me about that. Who did you tell? How did your 
church family react to the news? 
 
6. How many sessions of premarital counseling did you receive? Did you feel the 
premarital counseling you received was adequate for the challenges you faced as a 
blended family?  
 
7. Tell me about a particular events/episode/period of time where the church really 
addressed your needs as a blended family.  
 
8. Tell me about a particular event/episode/period of time where the church really 
dropped the ball on meeting your needs as a blended family. What response were 
you hoping for from the church? What was your greatest need from the church 
that went unmet? 
 
9. How do you deal with “family days” such as Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, 
Christmas, etc.? Do you ever feel awkward? Are these days stressful for you? 
 
10. What is it about this church that ministers to your family? 
 
11. How have you been able to serve within this church? 
 
12. If a new blended family were asking your advice on how to pick a church, what 
would you tell them?  
 
13. If you could improve on anything your church does to minister to blended 
families, what would you do? Have you mentioned these ideas to your pastor or 
staff? 
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APPEDIX D 
ITERVIEW QUESTIOS FOR PASTORS 
 
1. Tell me how you became involved in pastoring your current church. What has 
been your overall experience of the church thus far? 
 
2. How do you define a family? How do you think your church defines a family? 
 
3. How do you, from a personal and theological standpoint, feel about divorce and 
remarriage? 
 
4. How does your denomination feel about divorce and remarriage? Explain in terms 
of theology as well as the general “atmosphere” regarding the subject. 
 
5. How does your church feel about divorce and remarriage? Explain in terms of 
theology as well as the general “atmosphere” regarding the subject. 
 
6. What do you experience (thoughts, feelings, attitudes) when you perform a 
remarriage where one or both of the parties have been previous divorced? 
 
7. Do you view divorce as a sin? If so, why? 
 
8. If you answered “yes” to the previous question, in premarital counseling do you 
ever broach the idea of divorce as a sin and the need to seek forgiveness for that?  
 
9. Do you feel, overall, your church is supportive of blended families?  
 
10. How does your church effectively meet the needs of blended families?  
 
11. In what way could your church most improve in meeting the needs of blended 
families? 
 
12. Do you consider the needs of blended families on “family days” such as Mother’s 
Day, Father’s Day, Christmas, etc.? If so, in what way? 
 
13. If a new blended family were visiting your church, why would you tell them to 
come back? 
 
14. Have your views of divorce and remarriage changed at all over the course of your 
ministry? 
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APPEDIX E 
IITIAL COTACT LETTER 
 
Dear (participants’ names) 
 
Thank you for taking the time to be a part of my research. Let me begin by ensuring you 
that your answers will be kept in strictest confidence, so please feel free to be as open and 
honest as possible when responding. Pastor (insert pastor’s name) endorses this project 
and is also participating in it.  
 
Let me begin by telling you about the study. My parents divorced when I was 6. As a 
result, I grew up in a blended family situation. As I grew older I began to notice 
differences in the way my family interacted with the church versus other “normal’ 
families. I have continued to observe this difference in my own ministry. Out of this 
personal experience, I want to learn how to better minister to the unique needs of a 
blended family. I have explored the thoughts of church theologians throughout history on 
the subject of divorce and remarriage. Now it is your turn to add your story to that wealth 
of knowledge. 
 
The process will be as follows: As quickly as possible, fill out and return the 
informational questionnaire to me. I will contact you via e-mail or phone in the next day 
or so to set up a time where we can sit down face-to-face for our interview. During the 
interview I will, essentially, ask you to tell the story of your experience as a blended 
family within the church. I expect the interview to take approximately 45 minutes, but 
please block off an hour to ensure we have enough time. Once we have completed the 
interview I will combine your answers with all of the others to formulate the basis for my 
study. 
 
Thank you, again, for your willingness to help and I look forward to meeting you soon. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Rev. Christopher W. Perry 
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